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The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explain the dynamics of metropolitan 
policymaking in Las Vegas, Nevada. This study utilizes advocacy coalition framework to show 
how underlying beliefs among policy actors, and within the coalitions they form, impact decisions 
made at the level of the Nevada Legislature. As the newest metropolitan region to emerge among 
the top 30 metros in the United States, a case study exploring Las Vegas offers a unique 
contribution to existing literature in public policy and urban affairs. In the wake of economic 
downturn in the Great Recession and the adoption of a new state economic development plan, Las 
Vegas has begun to embrace a regionalized vision for public policy. And yet for many reasons – 
the metro region’s differences, density, diversity, and distance from representation – offers a 
compelling case for the exploration of emerging new regions of the United States. In 2017, the 
Nevada Legislature took up a particular bill to reform the governance of higher education assets 
in the state. The resulting policy conflict surrounding the bill reveals important new findings about 
the nature of policymaking in Nevada. Through comprehensive document analysis, news 
coverage, and in-depth semi-structured interviews based in advocacy coalition framework, this 
study explores the deep core beliefs of individuals engaged in the state’s higher education policy 
landscape. Key themes show regionally based divisions, despite compelling technical evidence to 
change policy, and cohesive policy coalitions. This study enhances the research literature on higher 
education governance, state government, and metropolitan policy. The study concludes by offering 
policy recommendations for improving the state of higher education in Nevada and argues for the 
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At its founding in 2009, The Lincy Institute, a think tank at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas, conducted an asset inventory to examine what infrastructure and economic investments 
were being overlooked in Southern Nevada as a critical metro in the intermountain west (Lang, 
Sarzynski, & Muro, 2008). Immediately, the missing asset of a medical school in Las Vegas was 
identified as a major deficiency for the diverse, urban core of the state (Brookings Institution, SRI-
International, & Brookings Mountain West, 2011). Researchers at The Lincy Institute and 
Brookings Mountain West set out on a mission to bring local policymakers up to speed and 
recognize the ways that a medical school could help Las Vegas grow, and even recover from the 
Great Recession. Logically, policy actors offered initial arguments for the investment in medical 
education. They cited the rampant medical tourism industry of the state as a serious problem, that 
residents frequently left Nevada to receive the treatment, or surgical operations they needed. 
Playing to a pathos appeal, policy actors also cited the growing diverse population of Las Vegas, 
and the subsequent need for better infant and elderly care. These arguments gained little traction 
in Nevada’s policy environment. It was not until actors reconfigured their framing of the policy 
problem to a financial gains issue that decision makers started to listen. 
In 2013, an external report commissioned by The Lincy Institute revealed that a medical 
school in Las Vegas could result in 1.2 billion dollars annually of economic impact for the state 
and add 8,000 jobs to the region by the year 2030 (Tripp Umbach, 2013). After mobilizing the 
argument of economic impact, the Board of Regents of the University of Nevada approved funding 
for the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) School of Medicine in August 2014, officially 
establishing the first independent, allopathic, degree-granting medical school for Southern Nevada 
(Nordli, 2014). In 2017, UNLV’s inaugural class of medical students took their first courses under 
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the UNLV School of Medicine, with 100 percent of their tuition covered by local business and 
industry partners.  
From a policy perspective, it is clear that the turning point toward policy success in Las 
Vegas’s investment in medical education came when the policy narrative changed. The way in 
which coalitions communicated the narrative of the policy problem impacted the early failures and 
ultimate success of founding a medical school in Nevada’s metropolitan hub. Words and rhetorical 
strategies matter, and this brief example showcases how the very way policy problems and 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
More than ever before, understanding how policy functions in the real world requires 
refocusing on regional dynamics, rather than federal politics. In The Metropolitan Revolution, 
authors Katz and Bradley (2013) offer policymakers and researchers with parameters in studying 
public policy with a focus on the metropolitan regions that compose America’s larger economy. 
In the wake of the Great Recession, the authors offer an explanation for how cities in the United 
States, and metropolitan regions in particular, are coping with their fragile economies. According 
to Katz and Bradley (2013), “our nation’s top 100 metropolitan areas sit on only 12 percent of the 
nation’s land mass, but are home to two-thirds of our population and generate 75 percent of our 
national GDP” (p. 1). Put differently, the United States can no longer be viewed as a singular 
economy, but rather should be conceptualized as a conglomeration of diverse metropolitan 
economies. As a result, these metropolitan areas have been a crucial component to America’s 
recovery post-recession, due to their population density and economic fortitude. 
Additionally, demographic trends in the United States after the recession were exacerbated 
in metropolitan areas compared to national trends. The key trends are rapid growth, increasing 
diversity, and an aging demographic (Katz & Bradley, 2013). With the challenges presented by 
these trends, metropolitan regions have morphed into case study exemplars for public policy. If 
demographically representative areas have successfully taken risks and made strategic policy 
choices in the wake of the recession, then it logically follows that their example could be followed 
by other metros, and even the nation, in order to solve policy problems for the future.  
As the 28th largest metropolitan region in the country, Las Vegas is a crucial piece of the 
metropolitan revolution puzzle. Geographically, Las Vegas is situated in the southern corner of the 
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state, positioned over 420 driving miles, and 320 flying miles away from its state capitol of Carson 
City (Trippy.com, 2019). With this geographical separation, natural differences between Nevada’s 
population center and the rest of the state emerge. For instance, Las Vegas represents a blue metro, 
within a red state scenario. Lang & Damore (2016) note that the size and power of a metropolitan 
region can hold incredible weight in political elections, with a single metropolitan region providing 
enough sway to turn a traditionally red state, blue. Nevada was one of 13 states in the 2016 election 
where its metropolitan regions were enough to carry the entire state as a win for the Democrats 
(Damore, Lang, & Danielsen, forthcoming 2020).  
Nevada’s recovery and changed perspective on economic diversification has presented 
Clark County, and Las Vegas specifically, with a metropolitan revolution different from that of 
Washoe County, the state’s second largest county by population, containing the metropolitan 
region of Reno, Nevada. Despite the obvious differences between the 28th largest metro in the U.S., 
and the significantly smaller metropolitan statistical area of Reno-Sparks, Nevada (ranked 114th in 
the U.S. by population), many bureaucratic and governmental elements still exist to link these 
regions together into a “one Nevada” system; moreover, the capitol of Carson City –  the place 
where state-level policy decisions are made on behalf of all Nevadans – represents the smallest 
metropolitan region in the entire United States, ranked 384th in population. Therefore, studying 
policymaking in Las Vegas relative to the State of Nevada is crucial to understanding the larger 
dynamics at play in the policy environment. In the case of Nevada, the history and political 
dynamics behind the manifestation of its primary metropolitan region reveal a larger state of play. 
Overall, this analysis explores the following conundrum: How can Southern Nevada represent 
three quarters of the state’s population, and hold the powerful economic asset of the Las Vegas 
Strip, but still be struggling to fully achieve its metropolitan policy goals? This project investigates 
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how the answer might lie within structural bureaucracy and governmental parameters that hinder 
regional, metropolitan progress in Nevada. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research is to provide understanding about policy environments within 
states. While some foundational research literature in public affairs and public policy focuses the 
unit of analysis at the level of the federal government, recent scholarship is shifting its focus to the 
metropolitan level (Katz & Bradley, 2013; Katz & Nowak; 2017), and particularly the interactions 
between cities and states (Atherton & Lehman, 2011; Burns & Gamm, 1997; Burns et al., 2009; 
Stephens, 1974). While a focus on the federal government allows for the exploration of policy 
overseeing the entire U.S., the differences in the directionality of policy within each of the 50 states 
– and further, the hundreds of metropolitan regions within the U.S. – produce a landscape with 
many potentially different systems of governance (Miller, 1957).  
This study borrows from Bradley’s (2009) definition of metropolitan regions, which she 
defines as conglomerations of urban, suburban, and rural areas, linked by geographic 
interdependence and less by cultural or structural differences. In Bradley’s (2009) view, 
metropolitan areas are comprised by “one or more principal cities, the surrounding county, and 
other counties linked by substantial commuting flows” (Bradley, 2009, para. 4). From new 
definitional standards set after the 2000 Census, metropolitan statistical areas (MSA) “contains at 
least one urbanized area with at least 50,000 people (the “core”) [… and] counties are included or 
excluded in the metropolitan area based on commuting criteria” (Frey, Wilson, Berube, & Singer, 
2006, p. 231). The present analysis narrows its focus to understand the factors that create complex 
dynamics between metropolitan regions and state level government, especially in the context of 
the desert southwest.  
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In Megapolitan America, Nelson and Lang (2011) look to the year 2040, “a point in time 
when they foresee a United States dominated by 23 ‘megapolitan’ areas, or larger regions of 
interconnected metropolitan areas” (Berg, 2012, para. 2). Figure 1.1 shows the clustering of 
megapolitan areas in the United States as a future schema of economic and population 
connectivity. The context of the Southwest megapolitan cluster (shown in shades of yellow) is of 
particular interest to the present study. Nelson and Lang (2011) define the Southwest megapolitan 
cluster consisting of the “principal metropolitan areas of Los Angeles, San Diego, San Bernardino, 
and Riverside in Southern California, Las Vegas in the Las Vegas megapolitan area, and Phoenix 
in the Sun Corridor megapolitan area” (p. 144).  
 
Figure 1.1: The 10 megapolitan clusters and 23 megapolitan areas of the contiguous 48 
states by 2040 (Nelson & Lang, 2011, p. xxxii) 
Source: Nelson, A. C. & Lang, R. E. (2011). Megapolitan America: A new vision for understanding America’s 
metropolitan geography. Chicago, IL: American Planning Association, Planners Press. 
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With this framing, Nelson and Lang (2011) predict the Southwest megapolitan cluster will 
see “nearly 13 million new residents expected between 2010 and 2040, [representing] the nation’s 
largest amount of growth” among megapolitan clusters (p. 143). In line with their prediction, a 
U.S. Census Bureau report notes that “for every decade between 1950 and 2010, the growth rate 
of the southwest was at least twice as great as that for the United States as a whole” (Mackun, 
2019, para. 2). By 2016, this rapid growth meant that 14.6 million Americans were residing in just 
40 U.S. counties in California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas (Mackun, 2019). 
Additionally, while America is on track to become majority-minority by the year 2044, the 
southwest and its urban cores are well ahead of national projections (Williams & Emamdjomeh, 
2018). Most notably, the growth in the southwest comes as population growth rates across the 
United States have slowed in other cities with populations over 250,000 residents (Frey, 2019). 
American cities and particularly metropolitan areas in the southwest are engines of 
economic prosperity and social transformation sitting on the precipice of the nation’s demographic 
change (Katz & Bradley, 2013). An example can be found in the case of Phoenix, Arizona, where 
investment around Arizona State University under the leadership of President Michael Crow has 
allowed the entire metropolitan region to flourish in public-private partnerships generated through 
the engine of the public university (Leingang, 2019). Yet even with economic prosperity and 
growth, metropolitan regions in the Mountain West experience policy challenges when interfacing 
with state legislatures. A recent publication from the Morrison Institute for Public Policy – based 
out of Arizona State University – discusses the relationship between cities and states using a case 
study of the Phoenix metropolitan region’s interaction with Arizona state government (Berman, 
2018). Not unlike the dynamics between the Las Vegas metropolitan region and Nevada state-
level government, “Arizona’s local governments have had a number of skirmishes with the state 
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over finances and authority” (Berman, 2018, p. 1). For metropolitan regions born long after 
America’s earliest cities, the lingering effects of older cultural beliefs are still present, but new 
dynamics are emerging alongside these traditional ones (Zelinsky, 1973). As such, “the subdued, 
yet meaningful, internal cultural heterogeneity of an older America is being supplanted by a novel 
mosaic, equally variegated but pieced together from newer materials and with new forces” 
(Zelinsky, 1973, p. 110). The mosaic of Zelinsky’s predictions can be found in the present-day 
American southwest. 
With changing demographic dynamics, however, have not necessarily come structural 
changes. Miller and Lee (2011) speak to the broad societal shift in how we think and operate in 
the world by noting the change “from government to governance” (p. 126). Governance, they 
argue, “is a collective decision-making process in which governmental organizations at all levels, 
nonprofit organizations, and the private sector now work together in new partnerships and 
relationships for the collective social benefit” (p. 126-7). The assumption of homogeneity across 
all metropolitan regions in this definition, however, does not play out in reality. Indeed, no single 
conceptual framework exists to capture the dynamics of metropolitan governance in every case, 
just like no regional structure of metropolitan governance is uniform (Miller & Lee, 2011).  
Brenner’s (2002) assessment of “metropolitan regionalism” explains the contemporary 
scholarship on metropolitan governance and regional-level policymaking in the United States. 
Brenner (2002) defines metropolitan regionalism as “all strategies to establish institutions, 
policies, or governance mechanisms at a geographical scale which approximates that of existing 
socioeconomic interdependencies within an urban agglomeration” (p. 4-5). This plays on the 
concept of the politics of scale, derived from the work of Smith (1995; 1993; 1990), who proposed 
that “geographical scales such as the urban, the regional, the national and the global are not 
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pregiven, but are socially constructed and politically contested” (Brenner, 2002). For example, 
metropolitan political reform took place after World War II in the establishment of new region-
wide coordination and cooperation within U.S. metropolitan areas (Brenner, 2002). In the late 
1960s, metropolitan authorities were created or enhanced in places like Miami/Dade County, 
Minneapolis-St. Paul, Nashville, and Baton Rouge (Brenner, 2002), where the agglomeration of 
urban, suburban and rural populations had grown large enough to form metropolitan economies of 
scale. Wallis (1994) notes “whereas regionalism in the past was concerned with maintaining the 
central city’s hegemony in the region’s economy, today the challenge is to make the interconnected 
economies of all communities in the metropolis competitive in the global marketplace” (p. 40-1). 
As a result, the economic incentives for regionalism have also led to revisions in metropolitan 
institutional reform (Downs, 1994; Orfield, 1997). In reshaping institutional frameworks, “the 
implementation of metropolitan reform projects thus always hinges on place-specific 
constellations of social forces and political struggles” (Brenner, 2002, p. 11).  
The present study suggests that there is a critical dimension of the policy process missing 
from our understanding of the southwest United States and metropolitan regionalism– time. Where 
more mature metropolitan regions in the U.S. have had the advantage of decades of time to 
experiment with the creation of place-specific policies and governance of scale, relatively young 
metropolitan regions have not. Complicating this chronological fact is the diversity and density 
rates of cities in the desert southwest, where factors of governance, politics, demographics, and 
representation are simultaneously converging in structurally unprepared metros. One such 
metropolitan region, the Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise metropolitan statistical area, provides a 
comprehensive case study example of the challenges of metropolitan regionalism in an age of 




Using the existing research on state-level governance and metropolitan policy, this study 
aims to determine if these important bodies of literature are speaking to one another, and if not, 
what new insights can be gathered by starting this conversation. Focusing on the Las Vegas metro 
in particular, this study explores the following research questions:  
RQ1: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact state-level policymaking? 
RQ2: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact Nevada’s higher education 
landscape?  
RQ3: What strategies do policymakers use to advocate for metropolitan regionalism at the 
Nevada Legislature?  
Significance of the Study 
This study is especially significant because it puts Las Vegas, Nevada into focus as a 
compelling case study for the field of public policy. While the city has been explored as an 
instrument of cultural production (see Baldwin, 1996), little has been invested in understanding 
Las Vegas as a meaningful place for exploring metropolitan dynamics, and even less has been 
dedicated to understanding the city’s public policy landscape. Las Vegas metropolitan region is 
different among the 30 largest metros in the United States, distant from its governmental and policy 
apparatus, and is experiencing unparalleled diversity with the city’s prevailing density explosion 
in the aftermath of economic downturn via the Great Recession. For these reasons, the Las Vegas 
metro –situated in the booming southwest megapolitan triangle – presents a new and unique 
contribution of our existing understanding of metropolitan policy in the United States. A detailed 
overview of the Las Vegas metropolitan region frames the larger project.  
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Why Las Vegas, Nevada? 
While the desert southwest remains an important area of demographic, racial, and political 
change, perhaps no metropolitan area is experiencing these changes quite like Las Vegas. “Even 
as late as 1970, urban analysts failed to predict a million people living in the Las Vegas Valley by 
2000” (Lang, 2009, para. 3). Because of this, Las Vegas – and by economic reliance, the entire 
state of Nevada – was arguably the least prepared metropolitan region in the country for the disaster 
of the Great Recession.  
A “New Nevada” was born of a region impacted by the Great Recession, as the housing 
market crash earned Nevada the title of the nation’s hardest hit state in foreclosures. By September 
2010, Nevada’s unemployment rate of 13.7 percent was the highest in the country (Milligan, 
2017). In a 2011 executive report produced by The Brookings Institution, SRI International, and 
Brookings Mountain West, the importance of Nevada’s recovery was highlighted and a number of 
recommendations for metropolitan regionalism were offered. The report, which was adopted as 
the state economic development plan for Nevada post-recession, suggested that supporting and 
growing unique regional economies – based on their inherent competitive advantages – would be 
the way out of the Great Recession and to regain economic prosperity and stability. The report was 
also the first industrial sectorial analysis completed for the State of Nevada. 
The new economic development plan proposed a narrative embracing the diversification 
of Nevada’s economy. In one sense, the diversification in this plan pointed to the need to boost 
economic sectors not previously explored. For example, the plan suggested that Nevada could 
benefit from growing its film and movie production economy, a previously untapped market with 
competitive advantage due to the existing live entertainment complex and tax credits made 
available to the industry (Chereb, 2017). Naturally, the skilled workforce associated with Las 
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Vegas’s extensive live entertainment industry offers complementarities to film and television 
production. Providing tax credit incentives is not a competitive advantage in and of itself; rather, 
the incentive of tax credits are targeted to stimulate employment growth in a sector with 
competitive advantage (like live entertainment) which already exists. 
Another industry seemingly absent in Nevada’s portfolio was that of the healthcare 
industry. At the time the state economic development plan was drafted, Las Vegas was the largest 
metropolitan region in the country without a university medical school; a sector analysis in the 
report showed that Las Vegas was missing over one third of its predicted medical economy based 
on its size (The Brookings Institution, SRI International, Brookings Mountain West, 2011). Why 
Las Vegas had grown to such a large size but had not responded with proportionate growth of 
health services was puzzling. Proportionate to the number of college graduates in the region, Las 
Vegas had pushed past the threshold to attract an Ikea to the valley by 2014 (Shine, 2014), but 
would not achieve its own medical school for nearly 2.2 million residents until 2017. Recognizing 
the importance of this asset in particular, policy makers and constituents eventually leaned on the 
state’s economic development plan to create the imperative to build a medical school in Las Vegas, 
and the UNLV School of Medicine was the result. Regionalizing the medical economy of Nevada 
required representatives and coalitions to come together regionally within a uniquely dysfunctional 
governance structure to make policy change possible.  
Beyond expansion of existing economic sectors, the state economic development plan also 
pushed for regionalized economies rather than a unified economic plan. The plan identified three 
core economic regions within the State: The Reno-Tahoe Area, rural Nevada, and Southern 
Nevada - Las Vegas regional economies, and suggested that each embrace opportunities for 
economic expansion from existing core industries. For example, it suggested economic focus on 
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business IT ecosystems, mining, logistics and operations, and aerospace defense for the Northern 
part of the state (Reno-Tahoe). For rural Nevada, boosting the key industries of mining, materials, 
and manufacturing, and clean energy was the focus. For Las Vegas, the economic development 
plan pushed for diversification of the core sector of live entertainment (including expanding 
convention center space, and building stadium infrastructure), logistics and operations, and health 
and medical services. 
The report was ultimately adopted nearly word-for-word by the new governor as the state-
economic recovery plan for Nevada. Now, nearly a decade after it was adopted, Las Vegas remains 
a metropolitan region with many of the attributes of the desert southwest generally, and with 
several attributes that set it apart from the rest of the region. These attributes are referred to as the 
Five D’s of Las Vegas: in the aftermath of economic downturn, Las Vegas is different, distant, 
dense, and diverse. For these reasons, Las Vegas offers a unique perspective for understanding 
metropolitan policymaking, and attempts toward metropolitan regionalism and metropolitan 
revolution.  
Different 
The Las Vegas metropolitan region is different among the other largest MSAs in the United 
States today. Table 1.1 details the current rankings of the top 30 metropolitan regions in the United 
States by population size. While a metropolitan region is a conglomeration of cities and suburbs 
that serve as an interconnected economic, social and cultural hub, each of these areas were first 
spawned from a principal city that eventually expanded into the metros we know today. The 
column showing “metro’s leading principal city” refers to the original urban core city, where 
population growth in the metropolitan statistical area began. 
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Table 1.1: Founding year of primary cities in the top 30 U.S. Metropolitan Regions in 2018, 
by population size 
 
*Source: United States Census Bureau. (2019). American FactFinder: Cumulative estimates of resident population change and 
rankings, April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2018 - United States - Metropolitan Statistical Area; and for Puerto Rico 2018 Population 
Estimates. Retrieved from https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk# 















1 New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA Metro Area 19,979,477  New York 1624
2 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA Metro Area 13,291,486  Los Angeles 1781
3 Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI Metro Area 9,498,716    Chicago 1803
4 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX Metro Area 7,539,711    Dallas 1841
5 Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX Metro Area 6,997,384    Houston 1837
6 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV Metro Area 6,249,950    Washington, D.C. 1790
7 Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL Metro Area 6,198,782    Miami 1896
8 Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD Metro Area 6,096,372    Philadelphia 1681
9 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA Metro Area 5,949,951    Atlanta 1843
10 Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH Metro Area 4,875,390    Boston 1630
11 Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ Metro Area 4,857,962    Phoenix 1867
12 San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA Metro Area 4,729,484    San Francisco 1776
13 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA Metro Area 4,622,361    Riverside 1870
14 Detroit-Warren-Dearborn, MI Metro Area 4,326,442    Detroit 1701
15 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA Metro Area 3,939,363    Seattle 1851
16 Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI Metro Area 3,629,190    Minneapolis 1867
17 San Diego-Carlsbad, CA Metro Area 3,343,364    San Diego 1769
18 Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL Metro Area 3,142,663    Tampa 1823
19 Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO Metro Area 2,932,415    Denver 1858
20 St. Louis, MO-IL Metro Area 2,805,465    St. Louis 1763
21 Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD Metro Area 2,802,789    Baltimore 1729
22 Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL Metro Area 2,572,962    Orlando 1875
23 Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia, NC-SC Metro Area 2,569,213    Charlotte 1755
24 San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX Metro Area 2,518,036    San Antonio 1718
25 Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA Metro Area 2,478,810    Portland 1845
26 Sacramento--Roseville--Arden-Arcade, CA Metro Area 2,345,210    Sacramento 1848
27 Pittsburgh, PA Metro Area 2,324,743    Pittsburgh 1758
28 Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV Metro Area 2,231,647    Las Vegas 1905
29 Cincinnati, OH-KY-IN Metro Area 2,190,209    Cincinnati 1788
30 Austin-Round Rock, TX Metro Area 2,168,316    Austin 1835
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By examining the age of the principal city in each of America’s top 30 metros, the 
commonality nearly all share is the time they have had to establish themselves; most primary cities 
in the top 30 U.S. metros were founded in the 18th and 19th centuries. Brenner (2002) also notes 
that efforts in metropolitan regionalism in the mid-20th century were primarily focused on 
ensuring revised metropolitan governances in the principal cities within many MSAs found within 
Table 1.1.  
Las Vegas is the only 20th century founded city among the top 30 largest metropolitan 
statistical areas, passing large metropolitan areas of Cincinnati, and Austin to reach its spot among 
the top 30. It should also be noted that Las Vegas rose from the 36st spot at the 2000 Census to the 
28th in less than two decades (between 2000 and 2018) growing from 1,375,765 to 2,231,647 
residents (Frey et al., 2006; U.S. Census Bureau, 2018).  
 
Distant 
While Las Vegas today is emerging with regionalized vision and diverse representation, 
the metropolitan area is being challenged in its policy efforts by actions in its state capital. Part of 
the reason this occurs is a dramatic geographical separation between the population center of the 
state and the state government (Wolman, McManmon, Bell, & Brunori, 2010). Social and political 
scientists have explored the accountability view of state capitals as an explanation for this dynamic 
(Campante & Do, 2012). The accountability view assumes that isolated state capitals are associated 
with higher levels of corruption, measured by the average number of federal convictions of public 
officials in corruption-related crimes (Campante & Do, 2012). Campante and Do’s (2012) analysis 
reveals that remote capitals are correlated with higher levels of corruption, whereas corruption is 
low in states where the capital and population center are near to each other, or the same (e.g. 
Denver, CO; Salt Lake City, UT). Supporting the accountability view, Nevada ranks high in 
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corruption according to Campante and Do’s (2012) analysis. Further, “Nevada, with its isolated 
[capital] Carson City, witnesses a larger amount of [campaign] contributions than does broadly 
comparable Utah and its population largely concentrated around Salt Lake City” (Campante & Do, 
2012, p. 7). As such, Nevada can be categorized as a state “in which low levels of accountability 
due to lower media scrutiny and citizen participation actually facilitate the influence of money in 
politics” (Campante & Do, 2012, p. 7). 
The State of Nevada – with its capital in Carson City (420 miles north of Las Vegas) – 
represents the third largest distance from a state’s most populous city to capital city. The largest 
distance is found in Alaska, with 848 driving miles separating the largest city of Anchorage to the 
capitol of Juneau; the second largest distance from population to capitol is found in Florida where 
Miami is over 480 driving miles from Tallahassee. The divisions that result in Florida because of 
this gap are noted in Danielsen (2020, forthcoming). In Danielsen’s (2020) interview of Darryl 
Paulson (emeritus professor, University of South Florida), the struggles of local authority in the 
face of the state government is described.  
In Florida, […] the state is now dictating policy to both municipalities and to county 
governments. This has had a profound effect with respect to tax issues as the state 
legislature has oftentimes cut back funding for both cities and counties and school boards 
in Florida and then imposed more duties and obligations for these local governments to 
perform. It's a no-win situation for local governments. They're told that you have to do 
more things that previously was the responsibility of the state, but we're going to take away 
much of your money to accomplish those things. So local governments have been in quite 
an uproar and feel somewhat betrayed by the Republican Party for not following through 
on their own political philosophy of allowing local control and letting local governments 
define what is in their [own] best interest instead of having policies dictated from 
Tallahassee. It continues to be a source of great controversy, especially among school 
boards, but also county governments as well. (Danielsen, 2020 forthcoming).  
 
Between Miami and Tallahassee, however, there are a number of localities asserting their political 
dominance in the state from the municipal level (read: Orlando, Tampa, Jacksonville, etc.). In this 
way, the distance – both politically and geographically – between Las Vegas and Carson City is 
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more akin to the remoteness in Alaska’s Anchorage – Juneau dynamic. The remoteness of Las 
Vegas to its state government has resulted in a condition of fast-paced growth unmatched by swift 
change in governance. Today, the state is both geographically and politically polarized; the 
population core of Nevada resides in the Las Vegas metropolitan region where the majority of the 
state’s revenue is generated. Without the population of the Las Vegas metropolitan statistical area, 
the rest of the state of Nevada reflects the population size and demographic composition of a 
Dakota. And yet the state (with over 3 million residents) continues to operate its government 
through a biennial, part-time citizen legislature – a structure better suited for a state the size of 
Wyoming or North/South Dakota. Given the fact that Las Vegas grew from a little over 270,000 
people in 1970 to more than 2.1 million in 2015 (Rowley, 2009; U.S. Census Bureau, 2015) the 
rapid nature of Southern Nevada’s growth was a unique dynamic in the State, and one that 
governance did not change to accommodate. 
Dense 
The rate of growth over the past several decades, which put Las Vegas among the top 30 
metropolitan regions in the country, was unexpected. As the only city founded in the 20th century 
that has emerged within the top 30 metros, a recent Census Bureau (2019) report ranks Clark 
County as fifth nationally for numeric growth between the years of 2010 and 2018; Clark County 
gained 280,376 residents the last decade and ranks second in the nation (behind Maricopa County, 
Arizona) for growth between 2017 and 2018, increasing 48,337 residents in just one year. In July 
2018, Las Vegas reached the mark of 2.2 million residents (Census, 2019). 
In addition to being the youngest metro, Las Vegas actually differs considerably in its 
story of growth among the top 30 metros in the country. Table 1.2 shows that between the years 
of 2010 and 2018, Las Vegas grew from 1,951,271 to 2,231,647 residents for a population increase 
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of 14.4 percent. The fastest growing region by percentage growth is the Austin-Round Rock, Texas 
MSA, which showed a staggering 26.3% increase over the same period. In the 2020 Census, it is 
expected that the metro region of Austin may be the only metro to catch Las Vegas in growth. 
Interestingly, the only metropolitan region in the country to actually lose population during this 
period (Pittsburg, -1.3 percent or 31,559 residents) placed 27th in overall size. It is likely that Las 
Vegas will catch Pittsburgh in the 2020 Census and rise to the 27th largest metro in the country. 
Part of the reason for the dense growth is the suburban expansion of the Las Vegas valley. 
Suburban growth in Southern Nevada was notable pre-Great Recession, then slowed during the 
economic crash, but has become fast growing again in recent years. Henderson, Nevada is not only 
the fastest growing city in the State, but it is also one of the fastest growing cities with a population 
of 100,000 or more in the nation (Horwath, 2019). Citing Census data from July 1, 2017 to July 1, 
2018, Henderson “was the nation’s 12th quickest growing city […] and grew by 10,800 residents 
to outpace the 14th-fastest growing city – Las Vegas – by about 1,800” (Horwath, 2019, para. 2).   
Today, the state is both geographically and culturally dichotomous; the population core 
of Nevada resides in the Las Vegas metropolitan region and is home to over three quarters of the 
state’s population and produces nearly 80 percent of the state’s revenue through the economic hub 
of the Las Vegas Strip and its surrounding community. Today, 75 percent of Nevadans live in Las 
Vegas, 19 percent in the second largest metropolitan region near the state capital of Carson City 
(Reno-Sparks MSA) and just 6 percent in the rural regions of the state. With nearly 85 percent of 
the land in Nevada owned by the federal government as Bureau of Land Management territory, 




Table 1.2: Population Change and Rankings from April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2018 of Top 30 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) and Nevada MSAs 
 
Adapted from: United States Census Bureau. (2019). American FactFinder: Cumulative estimates of resident 
population change and rankings, April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2018 – United States – Metropolitan Statistical Area; 




April 1, 2010 
Estimates Base
Population 
Estimate - July 
1, 2018
Change, 2010 




















(↑, -, or ↓)
United States 308,758,105    327,167,434    18,409,329    6
In metropolitan statistical area 262,624,993    281,238,219    18,613,226    7.1
New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA Metro Area 19,566,527      19,979,477      412,950         2.1 1 1 -
Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA Metro Area 12,828,946      13,291,486      462,540         3.6 2 2 -
Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI Metro Area 9,461,539        9,498,716        37,177           0.4 3 3 -
Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX Metro Area 6,426,222        7,539,711        1,113,489      17.3 4 4 -
Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX Metro Area 5,920,487        6,997,384        1,076,897      18.2 6 5 ↑
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV Metro Area 5,636,363        6,249,950        613,587         10.9 7 6 ↑
Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL Metro Area 5,566,294        6,198,782        632,488         11.4 8 7 ↑
Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD Metro Area 5,965,705        6,096,372        130,667         2.2 5 8 ↓
Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA Metro Area 5,286,750        5,949,951        663,201         12.5 9 9 -
Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH Metro Area 4,552,598        4,875,390        322,792         7.1 10 10 -
Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ Metro Area 4,193,127        4,857,962        664,835         15.9 14 11 ↑
San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA Metro Area 4,335,587        4,729,484        393,897         9.1 11 12 ↓
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA Metro Area 4,224,966        4,622,361        397,395         9.4 13 13 -
Detroit-Warren-Dearborn, MI Metro Area 4,296,290        4,326,442        30,152           0.7 12 14 ↑
Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA Metro Area 3,439,805        3,939,363        499,558         14.5 15 15 -
Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI Metro Area 3,348,862        3,629,190        280,328         8.4 16 16 -
San Diego-Carlsbad, CA Metro Area 3,095,349        3,343,364        248,015         8 17 17 -
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL Metro Area 2,783,462        3,142,663        359,201         12.9 19 18 ↑
Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO Metro Area 2,543,602        2,932,415        388,813         15.3 21 19 ↑
St. Louis, MO-IL Metro Area 2,787,752        2,805,465        17,713           0.6 18 20 ↓
Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD Metro Area 2,710,602        2,802,789        92,187           3.4 20 21 ↓
Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL Metro Area 2,134,402        2,572,962        438,560         20.5 27 22 ↑
Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia, NC-SC Metro Area 2,216,997        2,569,213        352,216         15.9 24 23 ↑
San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX Metro Area 2,142,521        2,518,036        375,515         17.5 26 24 ↑
Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA Metro Area 2,225,996        2,478,810        252,814         11.4 23 25 ↓
Sacramento--Roseville--Arden-Arcade, CA Metro Area 2,149,151        2,345,210        196,059         9.1 25 26 ↓
Pittsburgh, PA Metro Area 2,356,302        2,324,743        (31,559)          -1.3 22 27 ↓
Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV Metro Area 1,951,271        2,231,647        280,376         14.4 31 28 ↑
Cincinnati, OH-KY-IN Metro Area 2,114,659        2,190,209        75,550           3.6 28 29 ↓
Austin-Round Rock, TX Metro Area 1,716,321        2,168,316        451,995         26.3 35 30 ↑
Reno, NV Metro Area 425,439           469,764           44,325           10.4 117 113 ↑
Carson City, NV Metro Area 55,274             55,414             140                0.3 383 383 -
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Lang (2003) makes the case for the urbanized density of the American West resulting 
from the geographical landscape of the region. The arid landscape of the western sunbelt yielded 
dense urban growth from the start. In particular, the mountainous terrain of the West limited the 
places in which housing and metropolitan development could take root. The combination of 
aridity, slope and non-private land holdings explains why 2.2 million people living in the Las 
Vegas valley are living within one of the densest urban spaces in the country. Surrounded nearly 
completely by mountains, the footprint of the valley is considerably smaller than that of 
neighboring Phoenix, Arizona’s central valley. Las Vegas adapted to its constraints by creating 
dense urban sprawl, growing in population size despite its physical barriers. 
Diverse 
The youngest metropolitan area among the top 30 largest metros, Las Vegas is the also 
the metropolitan region with the lowest level of segregation nationally (Frey, 2016). Figure 1.2 
offers a racial dot map of the Las Vegas metropolitan region, using an entropy index (measuring 
the spatial distribution of race in a given place).1 Las Vegas shows an overlapping mix of colors, 
indicating less dramatic racial segregation among neighborhoods. Compare this to the racial dot 
map of a metro like Chicago or Washington, D.C. where five decades after the 1968 Fair Housing 
Act was enacted, the dense separate blocks of colors in its racial dot map indicate the strong racial 
segregation that remains (Lang, 2018).  
Something can be said for those cities founded later in American history where the impact 
of segregation and division is not as strong a historical or modern force. While historic West Las 
Vegas has a history of racial segregation, the depth of racial separation is not as prominent today 
 
1 The racial dot map, created by Dustin Cable at UVA, is a well cited resource providing an accessible visualization 




as it is in other metropolitan regions in the United States. This point is not inconsequential for Las 
Vegas, as evidenced in Figure 1.2.  
 
Figure 1.2: Racial Dot Map of Las Vegas, Nevada 
 
*Source: Williams, A., & Emamdjomeh, A. (2018, May 10). America is more diverse than ever – but still 





The explosive growth experienced by Las Vegas has also been coupled with explosive 
changes in population diversity. In a FiveThirtyEight report, Kolko (2017) notes that the 
demographic diversity of Las Vegas in the year 2016 is most reflective of the projected diversity 
of the United States by the year 2060, when compared to all other metros 500,000 residents or 
larger. Furthermore, the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) is consistently ranked among 
the most diverse national universities in the country – tied for first with Rutgers-Newark – in both 
2017 and 2018 (U.S. News and World Report, 2019).2 These and other changing dynamics post-
recession comprise the myriad reasons why policymaking in the Silver State is a unique endeavor; 
if researchers and decision makers want to understand how policy will work in the future, then it 
is important to try to understand policy in a place that already looks like America’s future.  
Theoretical Framework 
Relative to its size and significance, Las Vegas as a metropolitan area remains largely 
understudied. The iconic Las Vegas Strip as a stand-alone subject is heavily cited; yet, Las Vegas 
as a place for understanding metropolitan public policy is a story virtually untold. How policy 
functions in Nevada is an interesting case study, perhaps due to the very structure of the Nevada 
Legislature. According to the Nevada Legislative Counsel Bureau (2017), “Regular sessions of the 
Nevada Legislature are held biennially in odd-numbered years. They convene on the first Monday 
in February after the election of members of the Senate and Assembly. Sessions are limited to 120 
calendar days” (para. 1). Given these restrictions, policymakers in Nevada operate under enormous 
pressure of time constraint, and policy load. If a proposed policy through legislative action is not 
 
2 In 2019, UNLV fell from 1st to 4th in the nation for diversity among national universities according to U.S. News 
World Report. Researchers suspect that this decline occurred as policy decisions have restricted UNLV from growing 
the physical campus to accommodate more students. The result is fewer seats available for students and a more 




successful during a given session of the Nevada legislature, it is likely that issue will not see 
traction again until the following legislative session, two years later. The structure of a biennial 
legislature might naturally lend itself to an analysis utilizing multiple streams approach, which 
assumes policymakers operate under significant time constraints, and solutions are under the 
pressure of aligning appropriate policy entrepreneurs, problems, and policies into possible 
windows of opportunity (Zahariadis, 2014). However, I argue instead that Nevada’s policy 
environment can be better understood through different theoretical approaches. 
This study employs the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) as a lens for unpacking the 
dynamics of policymaking in Las Vegas surrounding the 2017 Nevada Legislature. The ACF is a 
powerful tool for understanding coalitions as a unit of analysis in policy research; the influence of 
coalitions in the given case study makes the theoretical underpinnings of the ACF ideal for 
understanding policymaking in the Silver State.  
The ACF is focused on the ways that policy actors project their beliefs and values into 
policy environments, via the subsystems to which they belong. The Advocacy Coalition 
Framework is especially useful in explaining public policy focused on particularly complex issues, 
where conflict on the goals of a given policy solution and the availability of information is strained. 
According to Sabatier (1988), the ACF relies on three basic premises: (1) policy change and the 
learning required to achieve change requires a considerable amount of time; (2) understanding how 
policy change occurs over a large timespan requires a focus on policy subsystems; and (3) policies 
can be conceptualized as a reflection of belief systems, or values. 
In their detailed review of how the ACF’s model has been applied since its inception in 
1987, Pierce et al. (2017) find that most applications of the framework have focused on European 
policymaking, and that slight majority focus on the national level of governance. That said, 
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Sabatier (1993) has criticized this focus as being too broad and potentially misleading, as policy 
innovation typically can be found first as subnational levels and expanded then to national 
interventions; the original intent of the ACF was to capture the intricacies of “bottom-up policy 
processes operating at subnational levels of government” (Pierce et al., 2017, p. S33). As a result, 
the current study, and its focus on state-level governance as a form of sub-national government in 
the United States is an important addition to the existing literature.  
Underlying Assumptions 
The underlying assumptions of this study rely on interpretivist and critical metatheoretical 
assumptions. The goals of this research are to uncover a way of explaining the complex policy 
dynamics that occur within the constraints of state-level policymaking. With different factors of 
density, distance, and diversity, the metropolitan region of Las Vegas is investigated in the current 
study to provide explanations and interpretation of the narratives that emerge and drive advocacy 
coalitions in Nevada. In this way, the current study offers a way of understanding the dynamics 
present in Nevada’s policymaking landscape, while acknowledging that other explanations may 
certainly exist.  
A critical theoretical stance is also utilized to understand how the interplay between politics 
and coalitions presents a game of disadvantages for certain groups in the State. A goal of critical 
theory is to “expose those conditions that distort communication and that inhibit realization of the 
ideal speech situation” (Turner, 2012, p. 665). Las Vegas serves as an ideal case study for this type 
of investigation. The urban core of the state — a racially and ethnically diverse constituency 
representing three-quarters of the state’s population — appears historically underserved by policy. 
While policymakers in the state work toward real policy solutions, researchers must consider how 
the interplay of rhetoric in the context of existing institutions might function to breach the accepted 
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norms of who has been allowed – and more importantly disallowed – the opportunity to engage in 
the public sphere.  
A focus on rhetoric offers a way of viewing the world, and a framing of the 2017 session 
of the Nevada Legislature as the "higher education session” has rhetorical power. Hinyard and 
Kreuter (2007) support that narratives can even be more powerful than science in their ability to 
change public opinion (Hinyard and Kreuter, 2007). This project explores how the very way that 
policy views are communicated impacts the success of policy progress in a time-constrained 
biennial legislative structure. In other words, “the power of policy narratives is something worth 
understanding” (McBeth et al., 2014, p. 225), and the power of these narratives cannot be 
underestimated in regionalization efforts in Nevada.  
The sensitizing scheme presented in Chapter Three highlights theoretical frameworks that 
explain Nevada’s public policy coalitions and the structural constraints within which they operate. 
The engagement of coalitions has significant impact on the policy process. Utilizing the ACF 
coupled with an investigation of discourse is an asset to the field of public affairs, as it presents 
the opportunity to integrate critical perspectives into an analysis of policy landscapes. The 
privileging of certain narratives over time can reveal larger macro-level institutionalization that 
oppresses alternative discourses. In the case of Nevada, uncovering the narratives that are 
suppressed may be the key to illuminating the ways that policy progress is inhibited. Ultimately, 
this analysis may reveal better options for framing policy solutions to transcend institutionalized 
barriers.  
Summary of Subsequent Chapters 
The current chapter offers an outline of the overarching goals of this research project and 
presents the research questions that drive the analysis. Next, Chapter Two reviews the literature 
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on metropolitan policy, focusing specifically on the directionality in which policy occurs within 
states. Chapter Three explores theoretical frameworks of classical sociological conflict theory and 
cultural geography, and contemporary theories in public policy that enhance understanding of 
advocacy coalitions in policy. Chapter Four presents the methods in the study and qualitative 
protocols for both case study analysis and interviews, subsequently offered in Chapter Five and 
Chapter Six; Chapter Five presents a qualitative case study of Nevada Assembly Bill 407 presented 
in the 2017 Nevada Legislature, while Chapter Six offers a thematic analysis of qualitative data 
collected from comprehensive review of publicly available meeting minutes and interviews with 
key figures involved in the case of AB 407. Chapter Seven offers a discussion of implications from 
the research findings and concludes by offering recommendations for policymakers and future 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Overview 
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the streams of literature that shape our current 
understanding of metropolitan policymaking in the U.S. Today, more public policy students and 
scholars are gravitating their focus toward state and local issues. Getting to the point where states 
and cities have come into focus has resulted in a shift in understanding the directionality of 
policymaking. This chapter explores the existing literature on American metropolitan policy, and 
the directionalities of governance that contribute to outcomes in policymaking.  
The Top-Down Approach 
While concerns with national defense and international trade are within the purview of the 
federal government, some metropolitan and locally centered polities have also been addressed at 
the federal level. Atherton and Lehman (2011) note that “during the 20th century, urban events and 
disorders often failed to give way to comprehensive federal public initiatives” (p. 4). Consistent 
with punctuated equilibrium theory (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009), Atherton and Lehman (2011)  
argue that triggering events were often needed for urban policymaking to reach the federal stage; 
for example, racial rioting in the 1960s eventually led to a number of federally instigated policies 
(e.g. President Johnson’s War on Poverty, income guarantees under President Nixon, etc.) that 
were designed to address public outcry about the underserved African American population living 
in America’s urban cities. In these examples, a top-down approach to policymaking is the model. 
However, for many critical metropolitan policy issues (e.g. higher education, urban planning, 
transportation policy etc.) the federal government is a relatively weak player (A. Klein, personal 
communication, September 17, 2019).  
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Additionally, dysfunction at the federal government level has shown a Congress with little 
interest in moving policy decisions to action. For example, the Senate filibuster rule has created a 
dynamic where the federal policymakers can run the clock on policy decisions (Reynolds, 2017; 
Phillips, 2016); contemporary examples include Ted Cruz’s reading of children’s books to fill time 
during Senate hearings on the Affordable Care Act (Milbank, 2013), and many popular culture 
references to fictional Congresspersons spending hours testifying until time expires on a given bill 
(e.g. Jimmy Stewart’s unyielding filibuster in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington) (United States 
Senate, 2019). Furthermore, the Senate’s recently enacted rule of “intent to filibuster” allows 
representatives to simply invoke an indication that they plan to filibuster, coupled with a 
demonstrated majority of votes, as enough to constitute the filibuster without actually speaking at 
all. The filibuster offers a kind of Senatorial veto power that creates policy gridlock and a 
mechanism for inaction in partisan politics. With this gridlock, and the challenges of economic 
recovery post-recession, cities and metropolitan regions have demonstrated a lack of trust in the 
federal government to attend to their policy needs.  
The Bottom-Up Approach 
The early literature in public affairs assumes that the federal government is the nexus of policy 
for the U.S. However, the research literature also supports the idea of metropolitan autonomy in 
public policy. While federal policies have addressed some policy issues centered in metropolitan 
regions and localities, a decline in recent decades of federal aid to domestic issues has shifted the 
focus of the research literature as well. Departing from Baumgartner and Jones’ (2009) view of 
studying public policy through federal and national policy actors, a new focus has explored the 
ways that cities are leading the charge to advocate on their own behalf. 
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In many ways, the Great Recession was a turning point for the nation and the research 
literature. In The Metropolitan Revolution, Katz & Bradley (2013) flip the script on traditionally 
top-down policymaking, arguing that metropolitan regions, post-Great Recession, do not expect 
the federal government to bail them out. Instead, policy actors and coalitions in metropolitan 
regions are flexing their political muscle to innovate and respond quickly to the needs of their 
communities. In response to the external shock of the Great Recession, Katz and Bradley (2013) 
suggest: 
On one hand, the United States has grown a network of metropolitan economies and 
metropolitan policies that are endowed with assets, rich in leadership, and fundamentally 
oriented toward problem solving and progress. On the other hand, we have a federal 
government (and unfortunately, a hefty number of states) that is paralyzed by ideological 
division, and driven more by short-term political gain than long-term national progress. 
The metropolitan revolution could not be further—in spirit, in tone, in constitution—from 
the farce currently being played out in Washington, D.C. and in many state capitals. (p. 
12) 
For Katz and Bradley (2013), the difference between traditional, top-down and contemporary, 
bottom-up directionality of policymaking is in focus. Their assumption shows that the metropolitan 
revolution is counter to the underlying assumptions of a federally led approach to policymaking. 
Therefore, it is important to explore how policy actors in metros are shifting decision-making 
power to achieve their localized policy goals. 
Through their analyses of multiple metropolitan case studies, Katz and Bradley (2013) 
offer a number of best practices for metropolitan regions emerging toward their own autonomy in 
policy. These best practices serve as a heuristic for regions hoping to achieve a metropolitan 
revolution through policymaking and can be summarized in five steps: (1) build your network; (2) 
set your vision; (3) find your game changer; (4) bankroll the revolution; and (5) sustain the gain 




Figure 2.1: Steps to Achieving the Metropolitan Revolution 
Adapted from Katz & Bradley, 2013 
 
In building a network, the authors suggest first that “revolutions happen when a network 
of leaders dares to set out on a course of transformational change” (Katz & Bradley, 2013, p. 194). 
It is important that in doing so a network of individuals – rather than a single person or entity – is 
constructed to work collectively on whatever that transformational change may be. In this way, 
the advocacy coalition become the unit of analysis for understanding Katz and Bradley’s (2013) 
view of metropolitan policymaking. Second, setting the vision requires that all members of the 
established coalition see the same goal. The goal itself is often big and bold enough to reimagine 
the identity and image of the metropolitan region. Third, the game changer for a given policy issue 
may come from a variety of sources, but Katz and Bradley (2013) note the importance of aiming 
high. Sometimes the dramatic policy change of unraveling existing systems and structures is 
necessary to change the policy state of play. Fourth, bankrolling the policy revolution calls for 
financial resources to be dedicated toward the vision. In line with the premise of the metropolitan 
revolution, the perception of where financial resources come from is changing. While public 
funding can still be done through state budgets, public-private partnerships, or creative financing 
options available through the federal government (e.g. new market tax credits) can also be 
explored. Ultimately, the initial investment to bankroll a movement should show a substantial 
return on investment moving forward. Fifth, and finally, sustaining the gain means more work is 














metropolitan revolution […] does not operate by the same rules as traditional legislative 
accomplishments. The game is not over when the law is passed, or the regulation promulgated” 
(p. 201). 
In The New Localism (Katz & Nowak, 2017), a focus on American cities is the result of 
“exceptional partisanship and the consequent withdrawal of the federal and state governments as 
reliable partners” (p. 12). Katz and Nowak (2017) contend that research has traditionally seen 
national and state government in the seat of power, while cities and metropolitan regions where 
the majority of Americans lived were viewed at the bottom. The authors argue “the location of 
power is shifting as a result of profound demographic, economic, and social forces [… and] power 
is drifting downward” (Katz & Nowak, 2017, p. 1).  
If The Metropolitan Revolution is a recipe book for achieving metropolitan policy goals, 
then The New Localism is a thorough account of the ingredients required. Katz and Nowak (2017) 
suggest several key elements of framing their conceptualization of new localism (see Figure 2.2). 
Mainly, new localism can be understood as multisectoral networks, not necessarily the formal 
boundaries of local government that work collaboratively to solve problem. Burns and Gamm 
(2009) also support that the dynamics of local politics are not self-contained. As such, the 
devolution of power to multisectoral networks is not an argument against the value of federal or 
state government. Rather it is an acknowledgement that local capacity and global change are 
intersecting to show that maintaining the status quo is no longer efficient (Katz & Nowak, 2017). 
New localism, then, takes place at multiple policy levels, including district, metropolitan, county, 
and city, together encompassing a shift in policy power to the bottom-up approach.   
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Figure 2.2: Key Elements of The New Localism 
Adapted from Katz & Nowak, 2017 
 
 
In some ways, the new localism is idealistic. While there are certainly examples of the 
emergence of new localism occurring throughout metropolitan regions in the United States, the 
underlying assumption of metropolitan autonomy is necessary in Katz and Nowak’s (2017) 
conceptualization. The role of state government in metropolitan policy presents a complication to 
the framing of the new localism. Particularly, to the extent that “local governments are creatures 
of state governments” (Burns & Gamm, 2009, p. 59), achieving policy goals may or may not be 
feasible in reality.  
Understanding the Role of States 
While the traditional top-down and the growing prevalence of bottom-up policymaking 
has been explored within the research literature, the role of state governments is a largely 
inconsistent slice in the concept of American public policy. Where the federal government has 
acted predominantly parental, and metropolitan regions are becoming increasingly rebellious post-
Great Recession (Katz & Bradley, 2013), the role of states as the middle level of government is 
less understood. Burns et al. (2009) note “much of modern scholarship on urban politics pays little 
attention to the role of state governments, while scholarship on state generally neglects the role of 
multisectoral networks that work together to solve problems, not necessarily local 
government
devolved power to said networks is not an argument against the importance of federal 
and state government
a locus of problem solving where local capacity and global change intersect to show 
that the status quo is no longer efficient
occurs at multiple policy levels, including district, metro, county, and city
appears most dramatically in cases where federal and state governments appear unreliable
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local affairs” (p. 3-4). Thus, Burns and Gamm (1997) point out that Dahl’s (1961) foundational 
case study exploring who governs and who holds power in New Haven explores two centuries of 
the city’s history, with no treatment of the Connecticut legislature.  
Breaking with the previous literature, Burns and Gamm (1997) argue that policy 
outcomes in local places cannot be researched independently from other contributing institutional 
structures, especially state governments. The political nature of connections between states and 
local politics is offered by Burns and Gamm (1997), who “argue that the study of local politics 
requires the systematic study of state legislative politics” (p. 59). 
State Centralization versus Local Autonomy 
A consolidated or deconsolidated approach to governance at the state level helps to explain 
the prominence—or lack thereof—of state governments in urban policymaking. Consistent with 
this, Stephens (1974) draws from Elazar (1972) and Sharkansky (1970) to show the United States 
has a “wide variation in the degree of state control over local government and the centralization of 
the state/local service and policy complex” (p. 45). For instance, Southern states have been 
historically viewed as highly centralized in their governmental institutions, whereas New England 
states delegated governmental operation to localities (Stephens, 1974).  
Additionally, the differences between Home Rule and Dillon’s Rule state governments 
have been a contributing factor in the variations in directionality of urban policy. In the United 
States, Home Rule “gives local governments governing authority to make a wide range of 
legislative decisions that have not been addressed by the state” (Russel & Bostrom, 2016, p. 1). 
While some authors contend that Home Rule has systematically weakened state governments 
(Lowi, 1969), Home Rule has generally provided the ability for major metropolitan cities to act 
and control resources locally. At the turn of the 21st century, the call for municipal reform led 
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various states to amend their constitutions to adopt Home Rule, granting certain aspects of self-
government to local control (Burns & Gamm, 1997).  
On the other hand, Burns and Gamm (1997) note “Dillon’s Rule codified the principle that 
local governments are creatures of the state” (p. 59). In contrast to Home Rule, Dillon’s Rule 
“creates a framework where local governments can only legislate what the state government has 
decreed” (Russel & Bostrom, 2016, p. 2). As a result, much of the research literature on urban 
affairs has been written on major metropolitan regions (e.g. Los Angeles, New York, Chicago) 
residing in states with Home Rule. In their extensive analysis of state-local relationships between 
the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, Burns and Gamm (1997) contend that the two 
spheres of state and local government are so intertwined that they cannot be studied without 
reference to the other. Those linkages manifest themselves in policymaking in two prominent 
ways: in collaboration and in conflict.   
States and Cities in Collaboration 
Cities ultimately benefit when they can unify their priorities into “local state legislative 
delegations,” as this encourages suburban and rural legislators to “vote with the crowd” (Atherton 
& Lehmann, 2011, p. 6). Furthermore, a lack of unification among policy groups and actors 
remains key in the exploration of urban policy, as metros suffer when there is a lack of policy 
cohesion (Atherton & Lehman, 2011). According to Burns et al. (2009) coalition cohesion and 
“unity suggests that the local bill is not a product of one or another special interest in the city, that 
there is broad local agreement on the goals outlined in the bill” (p. 7).  
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For example, in the book City of Quartz, Davis (1990) describes Southern California’s 
development based on the “power elite”3 as a theoretical construct for explaining the evolution 
and politics of the city of Los Angeles. Davis’s (1990) historiography of Los Angeles suggests that 
the city was politically decentralized before the arrival of the automobile. By applying critical 
theory, he suggests instead that the creation of the metropolitan form of Los Angeles was the result 
of transitory power, where one coalition held power for a time before another stepped in, 
effectively passing the baton. Davis (1990) argues that “political power in Southern California 
remains organized by great constellations of private capital [...as] each new wave of wealth has 
imposed its ways on the community rather than defer to older elites” (p. 102). Control of Los 
Angeles and its interests have shifted in socio-cultural and ethnic blocks in many cases. Overtime, 
the coalitions in Los Angeles have been polarized when competition between economic, political, 
and cultural aims emerged from the Downtown and Westside coalitions (Davis, 1990). Despite 
policy competition between coalitions, Los Angeles has long had regionalized structures via Home 
Rule that have allowed localized policy to flourish.  
Further, coalitions have been an important piece of metropolitan policymaking in New 
York City, post-Great Recession. In New York City, economy-shaping decisions were made at the 
metropolitan level post-recession to establish a new economic development plan. Cooperation with 
nonprofit community groups like the New York City Economic Development Corporation 
(NYCEDC) was a crucial piece to economic revival focused on advanced technology and 
engineering. As a group comprised of individuals from multiple sectors, the NYCEDC network 
already exemplified the basic hypothesis held by metropolitan leaders in New York City: the idea 
 
3 Analyses utilizing theoretical constructs related to power elitism draw from foundational sociological theorist, C. 
Wright Mills in his 1956 book, The Power Elite. 
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that “New York’s future economic strength depended on the capacity of its residents and firms to 
innovate, and the availability of a talented workforce to implement those innovations and come up 
with new ones” (Katz & Bradley, 2013, p. 19). Collaboration was key for the redevelopment of 
New York City’s economy.  
Similarly, in the case of Denver, coalition building was an important theme in 
revitalization. Prior to the Recession, “the people of the Denver metropolitan area spent thirty years 
working out the tension between the common and competing needs of different communities, and 
their progress can be tracked by four critical votes in which citizens decided how closely the city 
would be tied to the suburbs” (Katz & Bradley, 2013, p. 42). Through existing democratic 
structures, the competing advocacy coalitions in Denver were eventually able to “understand the 
importance of compromise” (Katz & Bradley, 2013, p. 61) and doing so changed the fabric of 
expectations among citizens in metropolitan Denver, too; in order to have collaborative approaches 
to governance and decision making, Denver’s political leaders are now expected to compromise – 
something quite different than the dynamics observed at the federal level of American government. 
The role of metropolitan leaders in policymaking is apparent in both the case of New 
York City and Denver. Without the concerted, cohesive efforts of metropolitan level policy actors, 
these cities would not have been able to recover from the externally shocking event of the 
Recession as successfully as they did. As the economic powerhouses in their respective states, 
metropolitan regions are fueled on the power of coalitions and especially the ability of policy actors 
to lead localized efforts to achieve state-level change. 
Burns et al. (2009) find that in state legislatures the unity of urban coalitions “provides 
essential cues to other members of the chamber” (p. 1). In a review of Alabama, California, Illinois, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, New York, and Texas from 1881 through 1997, Burns et al. 
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(2009) find that local unity shapes outcomes for urban legislation more so than regional or partisan 
antagonism. Likewise, when urban delegations disagree among themselves, they “invite suburban 
and out-state legislators to make choices for the city” (Burns et al., 2009, p. 1). In this context, the 
power of urban coalitions cannot be understated. In places where successful state-city 
collaborations emerge and function, the consolidated centralization of government at the state level 
is largely absent. In its place is regionalized governance that interfaces with state governance, 
allowing for urban decisions to be made.  
States and Cities in Conflict 
The traditional trope of state-city conflict is also prominent in much of the urban affairs 
literature (Banfield & Wilson, 1963; Callahan & Bosek, 1976; Wright & Schaffner, 2002). The 
focus on conflict is an important addition to the serious treatment of understanding the 
directionality of policymaking in the context of states. In much of the literature, policy outcomes 
in environments of conflict have demonstrated the success of localities contingent on locational 
advantages (Peterson, 1981) and or urban governing regimes (Stone, 1989). However, local policy 
outcomes often transpire at the level of the state legislature (Burns et al., 2009). As Burns and 
Gamm (1997) note,  
Because the state can define the institutions of local politics (Burns, 1994) and can make 
extensive policy decisions about local places, scholars miss much of the fight – and possibly 
most of the fight about the parameters of local politics – when they arbitrarily limit their 
understanding of the causes of outcomes in local politics to forces inside the city or to the 
economic context in which the city operates. (p. 61) 
 
In some cases, conflict within states takes place not along metropolitan and state lines, but along 
the less clearly defined cultural divergencies in political views between groups living in different 
regions within the same state. For example, regional differences between Southern Nevada and 
rural Nevada emerged over gun rights after the 1 October mass shooting in Las Vegas in 2017. In 
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the 2019 Nevada Legislature, a bill was signed into law mandating universal background checks 
for gun purchases. As a result, some rural Nevada counties declared themselves “sanctuary gun 
counties,” overruling the decision of the state legislature and the Governor.   
The underlying causes of local policy outcomes in the context of state government may 
have roots in institutional structures. Brenner’s (2002) conceptualization of metropolitan 
regionalism examines “all strategies to establish institutions, policies, or governance mechanisms 
at a geographical scale which approximates that of existing socioeconomic interdependencies 
within an urban agglomeration” (p. 5). In other words, metropolitan regionalism suggests that 
structural elements should match and reflect in size the places needing representation in policy. 
The literature of metropolitan regionalism and the metropolitan revolution offers an explanatory 
road map of how the United States as a whole found recovery after the Great Recession. Post-
Recession, metros like Denver and New York had the benefit of decades of metropolitan 
regionalism to draw from as they approached their respective recoveries. But metropolitan regions 
were unprepared for economic downturn because they had less structural history to use toward 
shaping solutions. For nascent metros, following the five steps of the metropolitan revolution 
proves difficult because the “institutions, policies, and governance mechanisms at a geographical 
scale” (Brenner, 2002, p. 4-5) necessary to achieve metropolitan-level change are obscure, or 
altogether missing.  
Brenner (2002) suggests that achieving metropolitan institutional reform could be 
contextualized in three major restructuring processes in the 1980s and 1990s: (1) spatial 
reconstitution of urban form; (2) global economic restructuring; and (3) neoliberal political 
restructuring (p. 10). This observation, made prior to the Great Recession, acknowledges the steps 
that were taken by metropolitan regions across the nation before the economic downfall. 
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Ultimately, metropolitan regions that were able to stage their economic recoveries (e.g. New York, 
Denver, etc.) were successful because governance, economic diversification, and political 
structures were already in place to achieve a revival. Burns et al. (2009) account for the conditions 
where cohesive urban coalitions have been able to capture advantages afforded to them from 
existing state legislative constructs. But what happens when the work seems to showcase a 
cohesively organized delegation working to capture the advantages that the process affords them 
by playing by those rules and still finds themselves unsuccessful in their goals? 
Analyses conducted by The Lincy Institute showcase conflict in the State of Nevada over 
legislative proposals to construct metropolitan institutional reforms. In the 2013 and 2015 
legislative sessions, policymakers were tasked with deconsolidation of the fifth largest school 
district in the country in the Las Vegas metro (Clark County School District). The legislative effort, 
originally proposed to achieve more appropriately sized districts, ultimately led to a decision to 
make each of the 300 plus schools in Clark County its own district; this left governance and 
centralized services like bussing and meals unchanged. Further, Damore, Lang, and Brown (2018) 
show that in the case of policy decisions about higher education governance reform, the Nevada 
Legislature or executive branch has roadblocked efforts toward metropolitan regionalism. Among 
several bills proposed during the “higher education session” in 2017, none related to reform were 
passed, and those that did pass both the senate and assembly were vetoed by the governor before 
becoming law.  
Summary 
The directionality of policy is a challenge in understanding policymaking within the 
context of states. Burns et al. (2009) cite that investigations of state-level political treatment of 
cities often relies on “data from city officials, who, perhaps not surprisingly, have a lot to say about 
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state-level mistreatment” (p. 2). Similarly, the present study draws from data offered by city 
officials and policy actors in the Las Vegas metropolitan region. In the chapter that follows, I 
explore theoretical leanings in cultural geography and conflict theory as an explanation for why 
metropolitan regionalism is difficult to achieve in the desert southwest, and particularly in the case 




CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Overview 
To understand the nature of policymaking in the metropolitan region of Las Vegas this 
study employs foundational literature from cultural geography and sociological conflict theory to 
support the use of a policy process framework. How policy actors interact in the complicated 
environment of Las Vegas’s quest toward the metropolitan revolution is best expressed through an 
examination of cultural geographic elements that led to the growth and demography of Las Vegas 
in recent decades. How the region engages in policy, then, is supported by the broad theoretical 
leanings offered in Dahrendorf’s (1958) theory of social conflict. The combination of the physical 
and political tensions experiences in the state explain the emergence of regionally based advocacy 
coalitions (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). The chapter that follows offers a sensitizing scheme 
that explores the influence of each lens in turn. 
Cultural Geography of the United States 
Cultural geography and demographic changes in the United States are an important 
consideration in public policy investigations. In Wilbur Zelinsky’s (1973) seminal work, The 
Cultural Geography of the United States, the significance of different systems of ideas and practice 
is explored, and a particular focus is placed on how American cultural groups have recreated and 
utilized their habitats. Zelinsky’s work is guided by the underlying assumption that human 
interaction ultimately changes and impacts the places in which people inhabit; as such, the 
contributions of various ethnic, religious, and racial groups has resulted in cultural differentiations 
visible across the nation today, depending on where groups settled. 
As a structural theory, the book provides students of policy a comprehensive and well-
cited discussion on American cultural identities. These cultural identities, Zelinsky argues, are 
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born of different waves of immigration and the resulting cultural subdivision of groups living in 
the United States. For example, Zelinsky (1973) notes that there was a sequence of immigration 
waves in America (see Table 3.1).  
 
Table 3.1: Five Distinct Periods of Waves of Immigration in the United States* 
Years Foreign immigration groups 
1607 – 1700 Predominantly English and Welsh; complement of Africans 
1700 – 1775 Still predominantly English, Welsh and African; strong waves of Germanic and 
Scotch-Irish.  
1820 – 1870  Northwest European, other European groups, and some Asian, Canadian and Latin 
Americans 
1870 – 1920  Large numbers of eastern, southern, and northwestern Europeans, Scandinavians; large 
numbers of Asians, Canadians, and Latin Americans 
1920 – present A highly miscellaneous influx from western and southern Europe, Latin America, 
Canada, and Asian countries, with significant numbers from Latin America.  
*adapted from page 23 of Zelinsky, W. (1973). The cultural geography of the United States: Foundations 
of cultural geography series. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
 
The cities that occupy much of our understanding of metropolitan America in the research 
literature were founded in the early periods of United States immigration waves described by 
Zelinsky (1973). Present-day metropolitan engines emerged from primary cities like New York 
(1624) and Boston (1630) which were incorporated during the first wave, Charlotte (1755) and 
Pittsburg (1758) which were born in the second wave, and Chicago (1803) and Denver (1858) 
which were born during Zelinsky’s (1973) third wave. This is not to say that immigrant groups 
during each wave congregated directly to these new cities as they were developed. Rather, this 
illustrates that the number of places from which newcomers to the United States were emigrating 
diversified over time. By comparison, the waves of immigration to the United States in the 20th 
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century are characterized by “miscellaneous influx” (Zelinsky, 1973, p. 23) of foreign immigration 
groups.  
Immigrant groups also bring to the United States the traditional cultures of their places of 
origin. Drawing from these distinct periods, Zelinsky (1973) paints a picture of the geographic 
implications of immigration waves in a “much quoted and reproduced map and table of American 
cultural divisions” (Hamley, 1994, p. 138). As revealed in Figure 3.1, Zelinsky’s (1973) map 
shows that the places from which early Americans emigrated serve as major sources of cultural 
identity in regions across the United States.  
For example, Figure 3.1 shows the main cultural areas of New England (I), the Midland 
(II), and the South (III), corresponding with the first wave of settlers to the United States between 
1607 and 1700 (Table 3.1). Over time, the original settlers of these areas relocated to other regions, 
bringing their respective English, Welsh, and African cultural identities to merge and form new 
cultural areas. For instance, the major sources of culture for the lower middle west region (denoted 
as IV-b in Figure 3.1) are New England, the Midlands, and the upland South, in addition to new 
migration from 19th century European immigrants; per Table 3.1, this includes eastern, western, 
southern and northwestern Europeans, and Scandinavians. Understandably, Chicago – which lies 
at the center of Zelinsky’s mapping of the lower middle west region – still maintains a unique 
cultural identity influenced by an ethnic patchwork of cultures from the various immigrant groups 
identified.  
For later-settled cultural regions of the United States, cultural identity is drawn not only 
from foreign countries, but also from first settled cultural areas of the United States. Today, New 
Englanders, Midwesterners, and Southerners each possess a unique cultural identity that has held 
constant over a considerable length of United States history. Zelinsky (1973) shows that when 
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individuals from these well-defined cultural areas moved West, a more complex dynamic of 
cultures merged. For the West (denoted broadly as V in Figure 3.1) each unique region draws from 
a multitude of cultures.  
 





For instance, Southern California (denoted as V-f in Figure 3.1) presents a convergence 
of its first settlers (Mexicans), the broad cultural identities of the Eastern United States, Asians, 
and 19th and 20th century European migrants. Likewise, the main sources of cultural identity for 
Central Arizona (denoted as V-I in Figure 3.1) draw from the original cultural regions of the 
Eastern United States, from Mexico, and from the sub-region of Southern California.  
Zelinsky’s geographical accounting of the transiency of Americans from various regions 
has been referred by others as “The Big Sort” (Bishop, 2008). Described as a clustering of 
Americans by choice and ability to migrate, the underlying assumption is that people move to areas 
where they can live and associate with others who think and vote like they do (Rowley, 2017). 
Similarly, Richard Florida (2002) has written largely about the “creative class,” comprised of 
artists, innovators, engineers, scientists and bohemians, who have clustered in various regions 
across the United States and through their clustering have fueled economic growth in their cities 
(Rowley, 2017). Drawing from Zelinsky’s framework, Rowley (2017) states,  
In the decades following World War II, driven by economic prosperity and increased 
education, Americans moved in large numbers to locations throughout the country, 
restructuring the demographic map in dramatic fashion resulting from a cultural clustering 
of like-minded people that continues today. (p. 103) 
 
Perhaps no place is more illustrative of this dynamic than the Mountain West, where individuals 
from countless other places have begun to converge and interact with rapidly growing cities.  
Voluntary Regions 
In the context of the present study, there is a noticeable absence of Las Vegas and Nevada 
generally from the defined regions provided by Zelinsky. At the time his map is drawn, the entire 
state of Nevada is so sparsely populated that a cultural geographical category cannot be assigned. 
And yet, in the final chapter of The Cultural Geography of the United States (1973), Zelinsky 
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introduces his concept of “voluntary regions” to explain undefined places like Las Vegas in his 
larger scheme. According to Zelinsky (1973), the basic conditions of a voluntary region include 
[…] the replacement of social regions determined by the traditional factors of circumstance 
of birth and social heredity by self-selected groups of like-minded, mobile, atomistic 
individuals. […] There is a constant redefinition with the arrival of more strangers and the 
formulation of new attitudes and cultural entities, as some still obscure new processes 
become more ascendant. (p. 135) 
 
As individuals from various cultural regions voluntary moves to new regions, the arrival of 
newcomers also holds the potential to disrupt existing coalitions.  
Furthermore, Rowley (2017) argues that the voluntary region framework offers a way for 
researchers to “examine the complex nature of place and regional construction at the hands of 
dynamic forces that lead people to resettle in new places” (p. 102). Zelinsky’s contribution of 
voluntary regions remains largely unexplored in the research literature (Rowley, 2017), and yet 
provides an essential framing for understanding a place like Las Vegas.  
Las Vegas has been part of the research literature primarily as a subject of cultural 
production. However, Las Vegas remains an understudied topic in the literature on cultural 
geography, metropolitan regions, and especially public policy. As a city that rose on tourism, Las 
Vegas could be cast aside as a place of leisure, and thus not taken seriously as a place for legitimate 
analysis. Zelinsky (1973) suggests that certain types of voluntary regions (read: Las Vegas and 
Orlando) represent a form he classifies as a “pleasure place.” A place categorized as one of 
pleasure and voluntary congregation of individuals is one that can naturally not be taken seriously 
in academic pursuits. The profile of Las Vegas as “Sin City” has led to a unique symbolic identity 
for the city. As noted by Mullen (2007), people are generally fascinated by the idea of Las Vegas, 
and the “sociological, psychological, cultural, and lifestyle implications are staggering” (p. 2). The 
voluntary nature of Las Vegas is also important. In Danielsen (2020, forthcoming), Paulson 
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chronicled the nature of voluntary migration and demographic change over the last century in 
Florida, noting  
[…] about two-thirds of the population are not native to the state of Florida. Only the state 
of Nevada has more non-native residents.” The percentage of non-native residents has 
profound political impact on any state particularly “if two-thirds of your citizens come 
from somewhere else, it’s very difficult for politicians to put together majority coalitions 
and to find issues that are going to attract these people to support particular candidates or 
particular parties. (Danielsen, 2020 forthcoming) 
 
More so than Orlando even, the voluntary relocation of individuals to Las Vegas (a place with a 
stigmatized tourism industry), while Orlando as a pleasure place represents a wholesome voluntary 
choice. The taboo perceptions of Las Vegas have meant that it has been absent from the literature 
as the subject of metropolitan policy. And yet for many reasons (density, diversity, distance from 
representation, difference among the top 30 metros and recent changing dynamics in response to 
economic downturn), it offers a compelling case for the exploration of voluntary regions.  
Regional Divisions 
It is important to note that while each of the cultural regions defined by Zelinsky (1973) 
are comprised of several major sources of culture, that has not meant that each region achieved 
homogeneity, or is without conflict. Some areas of the United States have had the benefit of history 
and time to develop into cultural regions over time, but the time to grow has not always meant 
positive growth. For instance, the age of some metropolitan regions means that racially destructive 
policies (e.g. redlining, school segregation) were more likely to be instrumental in the urban 
planning of their early histories. Despite the diversity of individuals living in Chicago, and the 
various cultures that they have brought to the metro, race-based policy decisions have caused the 
groups to remain segregated.  
As Frey (2016) notes, nearly five decades after the 1968 Fair Housing Act was enacted, 
major metros like Milwaukee, Chicago, Detroit, and New York have high levels of neighborhood 
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segregation remaining in legacy. Drawing from the University of Virginia’s Demographics 
Research Group,4 Figure 3.2 offers a dot map analysis of Chicago using an entropy index 
(measuring the spatial distribution of race in a given place). The image shows dense, separate 
blocks of colors, illustrating visually the segregation between Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and 
Asians and other races that remains today in some of the nation’s oldest and most historic 
metropolitan regions (Williams & Enamdjomeh, 2018). While explicitly racist policies like 
redlining are now illegal, Figure 3.2 shows that the legacy of these policy decisions still remains. 
The undoing of these policy wrongs has taken time and real effort from policymakers who 
now know that these federal policies ultimately deferred the American Dream for African 
Americans and Latinos to accumulate wealth and prosperity (Perry, Rothwell, & Harshbarger, 
2018; Massey & Denton, 1987; Massey & Denton, 1989; Freeman, 2000; Frey & Farley, 1996; 
Iceland, Weinberg & Steinmetz, 2002). And yet the legacy of these policies is clearly shown in 
red, blue, and yellow. Moreover, housing segregation has caused a policy ripple effect for the 
urban core of America, resulting in inequities in educational, economic investment, and social 
mobility opportunities (Orfield, 2013; Perry, Rothwell & Harshbarger, 2018; Perry, 2017).  
 
4 The racial dot map, created by Dustin Cable at UVA, is a well cited resource providing an accessible visualization 




Figure 3.2: Racial Dot Map of Chicago, Illinois 
 
Source: Williams, A., & Emamdjomeh, A. (2018, May 10). America is more diverse than ever – but still segregated. 
The Washington Post. Retrieved from www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/national/segregation-us-
cities/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.70801baa743b 
 
The concept of metropolitan regionalism (Brenner, 2002) comes into play in this context. 
The cultural divisions shown across the larger context of the United States by Zelinsky (1973) is 
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also complemented by the idea of cultural divisions within states. Cultural differences within states 
exist across the U.S. today. As Zelinksky (1973) notes,  
[…] in the great majority of instances, the state either contains two or more distinctly 
different culture areas, or fragments thereof or is a part of a much larger single culture area 
(for example, Iowa, North Dakota, Vermont). Thus there are sharp north-south dichotomies 
in Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and Florida. […] In one case, that of antebellum 
Virginia, the centrifugal cultural forces were so strong that an actual fission took place in 
1863 (into Virginia and West Virginia) along one of those rare interstate boundaries that 
approximates a genuine cultural divide. (p. 114)  
 
In the case of some states, the cultural differences have been acknowledged and responded to with 
policy decisions reflective of local differences. For example, the state of Tennessee acknowledges 
the cultural and political differences within the boundaries of its own state. Today, the resulting 
“three Tennessees” are reflective of these differences, both culturally and structurally in their 
governance. 
 
For instance, an example of metropolitan regionalism can be found in the manifestation 
of three Tennessees, each representative of the state’s cultural divisions and each given 
regionalized governances of scale in the state (Damore, Lang, & Danielsen, 2020 forthcoming). 
The “Grand Divisions” of the state include a Western Tennessee (Memphis), Middle Tennessee 
(Nashville – the largest metro in the state, and the capital city), and Eastern Tennessee (Knoxville). 
The divisions are not simply symbolic, rather, the state constitution has acknowledged structurally 
the divisions that have played out geographically. In this way, the goals of metropolitan 
regionalism are exemplified in Tennessee’s structure. Therefore, metropolitan regionalism offers 
a way of exploring how the cultural and regional diversity occurring in the context of the United 
States can predicate public policy development of regional governance change within the 
constraints of states. 
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Sociological Conflict Theory 
The cultural divisions found in the United States can also be explained through theory 
from sociology. Sociological conflict theory offers researchers a lens from which to interpret 
society and the interactions between individuals and groups within a given culture. Drawing on 
the fundamental works of Marx, Comte, and Simmel, Darhendorf (1958) presents the case that 
social conflict, especially revolutions have become a major focus for social scientists. Examining 
conflict creates a theoretical perspective that can offer a broad explanation for behaviors, attitudes, 
and communication within policy environments. Conflicts, whether wars or among political parties 
can be classified as either exogenous (those brought upon from outside forces), or endogenous 
(conflicts generated within a society) (Dahrendorf, 1958). In the present study, the focus on policy 
conflict in Nevada is an example of endogenous conflict, or a conflict originating between groups 
within the boundaries of a particular state.  
As Dahrendorf (1958) states, “the intent of a sociological theory of conflict is to overcome 
the predominantly arbitrary nature of unexplained historical events by deriving these events from 
social structural elements” (p. 171). In other words, Dahrendorf’s (1958) lens contends that 
conflicts do not occur in a vacuum, but rather something bigger than the conflict itself is at play. 
While Dahrendorf (1958) notes the importance of describing conflict between two groups simply 
as such, he argues “it is more important to produce a proof that such a conflict is based on certain 
social structural arrangements and hence is bound to arise whenever structural arrangements are 
given” (p. 171-2). As an alternative, Dahrendorf’s (1958) theory of social conflict offers an 




In Dahrendorf's (1958) theory, the concept of the imperatively coordinated association 
(ICA) relates to the dichotomy of social roles in a given society. Turner (2013) notes that 
Dahrendorf’s (1958) approach represents a dialectical conflict perspective, where “any social unit 
- from a small group or formal organization to a community or an entire society - could be 
considered an ICA for analytical purposes if an organization of roles displaying power differentials 
exists” (p. 219). The differentiation of power is a key component that sets Dahrendorf’s (1958) 
theory apart from other conflict theorists. ICAs sometimes form in response to policy stimuli, but 
those same associations can just as easily dissolve in the absence of threat to the existing social 
system. For example, the imperative for a group of parents to suddenly coordinate may arise if a 
school board presents a proposal to rezone their children to a different school; that same 
coordinated association of parents might not interact beyond the moment where rezoning is in 
focus. 
Dahrendorf (1958) suggests that the division of imperatively coordinated associations can 
be simplified to two groups: “those which have only general (“civil”) basic rights and those which 
have authority rights over the former” (p. 177). From a policy perspective, this theoretical 
assumption might translate to those who possess authority to define the hegemonic belief system 
in a policy arena, and those who operate within the constraints of that hegemony. In this sense, 
prevailing structural systems may produce authority rights that advantage certain groups at the 
disadvantage of others. In this way, Dahrendorf provides a critical metatheoretical leaning, 
suggesting that some groups may be systemically disadvantaged in a given public policy arena by 
prevailing power structures.  
Dahrendorf uses Coser’s conflict model and turns it into a practical and predictive 
scheme. While Coser holds that conflict exists to maintain the status quo and therefore always 
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returns to equilibrium, Dahrendorf views conflict as a function that leads to the disruption of 
institutional structures, alteration of the status quo, and ultimately change within society. An 
important notion of Darhendorf’s (1958) conflict theory model is the idea that in every 
imperatively coordinated association, “the carriers of positive and negative dominance roles 
determine two quasi groups with opposite latent interests” (p. 178). Positive dominance roles 
represent those quasi-groups that have an interest in the preservation of the status quo, whereas 
negative dominance roles represent the opposing quasi-groups that wishes to change the status 
quo. Different from quasi-groups, which organize explicitly in response to threats to the status quo, 
interest groups are organized entities that remain in place over time and possess formulated 
ideologies (Darhendorf, 1958).  
Interest groups that form on the grounds of maintaining or disrupting the status quo are 
said to remain in constant state of conflict to preserve or change the existing structure. Ultimately, 
conflict between interest groups “leads to changes in the structure of social relations in question 
through changes in the dominance relations” (Darhendorf, 1958, p. 178). This view of conflict 
assumes that tension between groups emerges from the authority structure of social organizations, 
and therefore is better suited to address the question of why advocacy coalitions form in Nevada’s 
higher education policy landscape. 
Advocacy Coalition Framework 
The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) offers a theoretical basis for expanding on 
what Dahrendorf (1958) describes as the social structural beliefs that produce conflict. Similarly, 
the conceptualization of imperatively coordinated associations is termed in the ACF as coalitions. 
The ACF is focused on the ways that policy actors project their beliefs and values into policy 
environments, via the subsystems, or coalitions to which they belong. The Advocacy Coalition 
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Framework is especially useful in explaining public policy focused on particularly complex issues, 
where conflict on the goals of a given policy solution and the availability of information is strained. 
According to Sabatier (1988), the ACF relies on three basic premises: (1) policy change and the 
learning required to achieve change requires a considerable amount of time; (2) understanding how 
policy change occurs over a large timespan requires a focus on policy subsystems; and (3) policies 
can be conceptualized as a reflection of belief systems, or values.  
Pierce et al. (2017) conclude that the majority of applications of the ACF have been 
centered on European politics. Additionally, ACF is typically utilized in the research literature to 
focus on the national level of governance. Despite its popularity in macro-level analyses, the ACF 
was originally crafted to capture the intricacies of “bottom-up policy processes operating at 
subnational levels of government” (Pierce et al., 2017, p. S33). Sabatier (1993) reminds that being 
too broad in scope could be potentially misleading. Policy innovation exists at subnational levels 
and often expands to national interventions. Likewise, the ACF can be utilized to explain state 
level dynamics, and any bottom-up policy directionality.  
Interestingly, the ACF originated from work by Sabatier and colleagues studying the Lake 
Tahoe Basin spanning across Northern Nevada, and California and nearly 30 years of belief and 
policy changes (Weible & Sabatier, 2006). While the framework has been overwhelmingly applied 
to the study of energy and environmental policy issues (Pierce et al., 2017), the current study 
argues for its utility in explaining the complex nature of policy debates between state and metro 
regions, especially where coalition beliefs and values are polarized.  
While the ACF has done well to describe the dynamics of water quality policy in Lake 
Tahoe, Nevada and its surrounding region, a similarly contentious conflict related to control of 
resources has been brewing between Northern and Southern Nevada since the mid-1980s when 
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“fair share” legislation emerged (Bowers, 2013). As noted by Bowers (2013), the transition of the 
state from political and economic control in Northern Nevada to the population and commercial 
center of Las Vegas required fair share action to address the distribution of taxes among the regions 
of the state. Even with these legislative actions in the 1980s and 1990s, the Great Recession laid 
bare the consequences of lingering regional inequities in resource divisions. Specifically, the 
unequal allocation and control of higher education assets in the state led metropolitan leaders in 
the Las Vegas region to engage in policymaking guided by the thesis of the metropolitan 
revolution. Historically, Nevada policy actors continue to work to maintain control of assets even 
when, and if they are handed over legislatively. Policy in this way is incremental – perhaps a 
symptom of a legislative session that lasts just 120 calendar days, and occurs only once every two 
years, biennially.  
The focus on relatively stable parameters better answers the question of why division is 
so pervasive across policy contexts over time. Similar to Dahrendorf (1958), the ACF seeks to 
explain why conflicts may be bound to repeat themselves. For the purpose of this analysis, the 
ACF functions as a clear organizing framework for the study of policy in Nevada. Because much 
of the policy landscape in the state focuses on the dichotomy between partisan (read: Republican 
and Democratic) and regional (read: Northern Nevada and Southern Nevada) interests, the ACF 
offers a unique model to frame the underlying belief systems that are illuminated in policy 
discourse. 
Furthermore, the ACF suggests that policy actors carry three hierarchical levels of belief 
with them in policy environments. Following the third premise of the ACF, policies are 
representative of three levels of beliefs that individuals in a policy subsystem carry: deep core 
beliefs, policy core beliefs, and secondary beliefs (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Kubler (2001) 
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synthesizes the hierarchy of these beliefs well, showing that deep core beliefs are least likely to be 
altered, while policy core beliefs and secondary beliefs are more malleable respectively (See 
Figure 3.3). 
 
Figure 3.3: Level of Belief according to the Advocacy Coalition Framework 
Source: Kubler, D. (2001). Understanding policy change with the advocacy coalition framework: An 
application to Swiss drug policy. Journal of European Public Policy, 8(4), 623-641.  
 
Drawn from the elements of their framework, Jenkins Smith and Sabatier (1994) posit a 
number of hypotheses from the advocacy coalition framework. Specifically, expected results in 
situations concerning the advocacy coalitions and concerning policy change are of interest in the 
present study. Relevant hypotheses, originally presented in “Evaluating the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework,” are reproduced in Table 3.2 below. The hypotheses present predictions for what may 
occur in policy environments where coalitions have formed over relatively stable periods of time. 
In this way, the model – while well suited to qualitative analysis – offers a level of predictive 
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Table 3.2: Hypotheses Drawn from the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Jenkins-Smith & 
Sabatier, 1994, p. 184) 
Hypotheses Concerning Advocacy Coalitions: 
Hypothesis 1: On major controversies within a policy subsystem when policy core 
beliefs are in dispute, the lineup of allies and opponents tends to be 
rather stable over periods of a decade or so. 
Hypothesis 2: Actors within an advocacy coalition will show substantial consensus on 
issues pertaining to the policy core but less so on secondary aspects. 
Hypothesis 3: An actor or coalition will give up secondary aspects of a belief system 
before acknowledging weaknesses in the policy core. 
Hypotheses Concerning Policy Change: 
Hypothesis 4: The policy core attributes of a governmental program are unlikely to be 
significantly revised as long as the subsystem advocacy coalition which 
instituted the program remains in power. 
Hypothesis 5: The policy core attributes of a governmental action program are 
unlikely to be changed in the absence of significant perturbations 
external to the subsystem, i.e. changes in socio-economic conditions, 
system-wide governing coalitions, or policy outputs from other 
subsystems. 
Reproduced in part from original source: Jenkins-Smith, H., & Sabatier, P. (1994). Evaluating the 
Advocacy Coalition Framework. Journal of Public Policy, 14(2), 175-203. Retrieved from 
www.jstor.org/stable/4007571 
 
With these hypotheses in mind, the framing of the present study draws on the critical 
elements from each of the presented theoretical elements of cultural geography and sociological 
conflict theory, as a way to explain the utility of advocacy coalition framework (see Figure 3.4). 
In cultural geography, the definition of cultural areas in the United States is divided in regional 
geographies. As such, differences emerge between regions, and in some cases – like within Nevada 
– cultural divisions are present within the confines of a single state. Sociological conflict theory 
thereby offers an explanation for why conflict may reoccur within states in similar ways over time. 
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Figure 3.4: Visualization of Conceptual Frameworks Utilized in the Present Study 
 
 
Wherever specific social structural elements are present, conflict is likely to reoccur. Dahrendorf 
(1958) recounts that at its core, conflict seeks to disrupt the status quo and elicit changes in society. 
Therefore, conflict typically arises between groups seeking to maintain the status quo, and those 
seeking to change it. The combination of these approaches begs consideration of advocacy 
coalition framework, which combines many of the elements of cultural geography and conflict 
theory to present its hypotheses. When examining policy conflict across regional divisions, the 
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ACF offers a critical element to enhance why divisions form and policy becomes contested: the 
acknowledgement that policy actors possess beliefs that inform their choices and attachment to 
particular coalitions. Figure 3.4 shows how each theoretical lens informs the next, like concentric 
circles pulling their core ideas into the framework of the ACF. The elements of each enhance an 
approach to exploring public policy conflicts in the emerging new voluntary regions of the 
American southwest.  
Summary 
In summary, the ACF offers a particularly useful framework for examining how public 
policy emerges in the context of states with voluntary regions. The key components of each of the 
foundational theories discussed in this chapter offer a lens for understanding how coalitions form 
on regional lines and in recurring ways. In the chapter that follows, qualitative research methods 
are presented as a tool to investigate the dynamics of policy conflict in a particular case concerning 




CHAPTER 4: METHODS 
Rationale for Qualitative Methodology 
The present study uses qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of 
policymaking in the context of the Nevada Legislature. Consistent with a trend identified by Pierce 
et al. (2017), “the vast majority of applications [of Advocacy Coalition Framework] include a 
qualitative component of data collection or analysis” (p. S25). According to Denzin and Lincoln 
(2005), a qualitative research protocol includes data representative of lived experiences collected 
from interviews, fieldnotes, documents, recordings and others. Following Yin’s (2009) 
recommendation for the principles of qualitative data collection, a multitude of sources of evidence 
are used for this analysis. Furthermore, having multiple forms of data is an intrinsic element of the 
pursuit of qualitative inquiry (Patton, 1989). A qualitative approach is especially valuable when a 
level of exploration is needed to answer research questions (Stake, 1995).  
This exploration focuses particularly on narratives in the policy environment of Nevada. 
As noted by Czarniawska (2004), “narrative is understood as a spoken or written text giving an 
account of an event/action or series of events/actions, chronologically connected” (p. 18). By 
examining the spoken and written discourse surrounding the case of AB 407, a clearer 
understanding of the policy story can be revealed.  
While a focus on narrative has roots in many different academic disciplines (Creswell, 
2007), a focus on narratives in the field of public policy can be especially illuminating. Fischer 
(2012) describes, 
[...] politicians and policy decision-makers, like the public generally, are engaged in the 
manipulation of signs and symbols that shape the way [objective factors] are seen and 
understood, much like the author of a play. Viewed this way, the various actors, following 
the scripts of ideologically shaped discourses, emphasize different objectives, actors, and 
outcomes in competing prescriptions. Political action, like action generally, is shaped and 
controlled by the discourses that supply it with meaning. (p. 23) 
 
 59 
This perspective suggests that discourse is a necessary part of fully understanding the policy 
process, as action in a policy environment is ultimately controlled by the discourses that exist. In 
combination with ACF’s levels of belief, discourse can be thought of as the tool that policy actors 
use to represent and promote their policy positions from the deep core, policy core, and secondary 
levels. As reinforced by Fischer (2012), the discourses present within a dialectical policy 
environment represent the ideological assumptions of each group. Similarly, the combination of 
discourse with social conflict theory suggests that communicated beliefs are discursive, each 
representing a different side of a polarized policy issue. The dialectical nature of Dahrendorf’s 
(1958) view of social conflict lends itself well to a discursive focus. Discourse therefore serves as 
the mechanism to mobilize policy positions, simultaneously reinforcing deep core beliefs in the 
process. 
Research Questions 
The research questions that were used to guide this study are:  
RQ1: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact state-level policymaking? 
RQ2: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact Nevada’s higher education 
landscape?  
RQ3: What strategies do policymakers use to advocate for metropolitan regionalism at the 
Nevada Legislature?  
The exploration of these questions seeks to explain the experiences of policymakers engaged in 
efforts toward metropolitan regionalism in Nevada. Using a qualitative approach, the discourse of 
policy actors engaged in higher education policy was explored. To answer the research questions, 
a case study is provided, and interviews are conducted to enhance the publicly available data. 
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Case Study Rationale 
There are a number of reasons why case analysis is an appropriate methodology for the 
investigation of this particular policy area. In the present study, the case focuses on the discourse 
surrounding a 2017 assembly bill introduced to the Nevada Legislature, which aimed to make 
various changes to university cooperative extension services in the state: AB 407 (2017). Because 
the focus of this investigation is the interaction of policy actors surrounding a particular bill 
introduced in a state legislature, the utility of case study analysis allows for the exploration of this 
“case bounded by time and activity” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 14). Yin (2009) notes that in 
case analysis, researchers collect information and artifacts using a variety of collection procedures 
over a sustained period of time. Further, Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that a case is a 
“phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context [… therefore, the case is] in effect, 
your unit of analysis” (p. 25).  
This approach lends itself to the structure and foci of state legislatures, and in this study 
the particular focus on the time-bounded nature of the state legislature of Nevada. A case study 
design can also offer researchers an opportunity to explore complex social phenomena by focusing 
intently on individuals or organizations (Creswell, 2014).  
Drawing from Seawright and Gerring’s (2008) definition of case study analysis, this study 
focuses on “the intensive (qualitative or quantitative) analysis of a single unit or a small number 
of units (the cases), where the researcher’s goal is to understand a larger class of similar units (a 
population of cases)” (p. 296). Therefore, the larger goal of examining the case of AB 407 is to 
offer explanation that may assist in understanding the larger class of similar cases of public policy 
at the level of the Nevada Legislature. In other words, a case study protocol provides the 
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opportunity for in-depth understanding of the dynamics of a given case, which may help to explain 
other cases where similar dynamics appear.  
In the present study, the case selected – one exploring policy conflict surrounding a bill 
seeking to regionalize control of cooperative extension services in Nevada – is both descriptive 
and explanatory. As suggested by Yin (2003), descriptive case study methods are used to describe 
a phenomenon and the real life-context in which it occurred (Baxter & Jack, 2008). An explanatory 
case study is used when the researcher seeks to answer a question that “explains the causal links 
in real-life interventions that are too complex for survey or experimental strategies” (Baxter & 
Jack, 2008, p. 547). The case of cooperative extension management, through the lens of an 
explanatory case study, is not an isolated phenomenon but rather a case study with predictive 
capabilities for other policy conflicts in the state. The study offers an inductive method based on 
previous events that are loosely associated in a sensitizing scheme and do not form a coherent 
theory to date. Therefore, a semi-deductive approach is used because a number of contemporary 
policy conflicts that have also emerged display similar dynamics of regional division among 
coalitions in the State (e.g. public transportation infrastructure; regional highway investment; 
stadium approvals; the case for the UNLV School of Medicine; tax incentives for business 
relocation; taxation of the Las Vegas Strip and mining industries; weighted categorical funding for 
K-12 education; etc.). Drawing from Dahrendorf (1958), whenever conflict emerges, associations 
of people in the form of advocacy coalitions will form based on the nature of conflict as it 
continuously occurs. This case study has the potential to predict the coalitions that may form in 
Southern Nevada to advocate for similar bill measures related to higher education and metropolitan 




Drawing from publicly available documents, this study utilizes sources bill draft texts, 
meeting minutes and video recordings of Assembly, Senate, and committee meetings taking place 
during the 2017 Nevada Legislature, as well as news media coverage surrounding policy 
discussions on AB 407. Table 4.1 notes the types of artifacts examined for the present study. 
 

















































A unique aspect of the Nevada legislature is the bounded nature of the policymaking 
window; Nevada is one of only a few states that still meets biennially – once every two years – 
and for just 120 calendar days. The 2017 Nevada legislative session took place between February 
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6, 2017 and June 6, 2017, so much of the data collected from publicly available sources is bounded 
by this time frame. Because AB 407 is a bill originating in the Nevada Legislature, qualitative 
public policy artifacts in the form of videos, meeting minute transcripts, and official documents 
are available as submitted public records to the Nevada Legislature website (www.leg.state.nv.us) 
through the Nevada Electronic Legislative Information System, or “NELIS,” database (see Figure 
4.1). 
 
Figure 4.1: Screenshot of Nevada Electronic Legislative Information System (NELIS) 
database webpage for Assembly Bill 407 (2017) 
 
Source: A.B. 407, 2017 Nevada Legislature, 79th Session of the Nevada Legislature. (Nev. 2017). Retrieved 
from  www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5495/Overview 
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The accessibility of information through the NELIS database is an asset to Nevadans 
because transparency of public policy decision making is freely available to review online. The 
number of available documents provided on Nevada’s legislative proceedings makes the NELIS 
database a beneficial resource to all researchers interested in state-level policymaking. As shown 
in Figure 4.1, each of the nearly 1,200 bill measures proposed in a typical Nevada legislative 
session are chronicled and archived across various categories in the NELIS system.  
As such, researchers can gather information on bill draft texts, amendments, votes, fiscal 
notes, meeting minutes, and exhibits submitted to the record. In the case of AB 407, the bill was 
brought forth to public meeting in five different occasions, where a total of 27 exhibits were 
presented by citizens and groups either in favor, in opposition, or in neutral stance. The publicly 
available documents offered through the NELIS database are used in the present study to inform 
and offer an in-depth understanding of the policy landscape surrounding this particular bill.  
IRB Approval of Research Protocol 
The research protocol for qualitative interviews was submitted to the University of 
Nevada Las Vegas Social and Behavioral Institutional Review Board (IRB) for review and 
approval. The determination of exempt status for this study was made on July 11, 2019 (See 
Appendix A). Qualitative interviews were collected in accordance with this IRB exemption and 
approved protocol between the dates of August 6, 2019 and October 23, 2019. 
Interview Protocol 
In research design, validity is achieved through triangulation of data gathered by different 
procedures. First, an in-depth case study is offered. Second, in-depth interviews were conducted 
to explore the beliefs of policy actors involved in the case studied. Drawing from Yin (2009) an 
in-depth semi structured interview protocol was utilized in order to collect intense inquiry about 
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facts or opinions surrounding the policy conflict surrounding AB 407 in the 2017 Nevada 
Legislature. This approach allowed the researcher to ask a predetermined set of questions (see 
Appendix C), while also allowing the researcher to probe and ask important follow up questions 
as rapport was built with each interviewee. The questions included in the interview protocol were 
selected in order to address important aspects of the theoretical framework (ACF) selected for this 
study (e.g. relatively stable parameters, the role of technical evidence, coalitions, beliefs, etc.).  
A total of 12 individuals were interviewed, including state government officials, 
individuals representing higher education, leaders in local business or community organizations, 
and city or county-level officials (see Table 4.2 for interview participant categories). Individuals 
were selected based on their involvement in the particular case of AB 407 during the 2017 Nevada 
Legislature, and based on their status as key policy individuals in the state. 
 
Table 4.2: Summary of Interview Participants 
Category Description Participant 
Count 
state government elected members of the Nevada Legislature and registered lobbyists in the State of Nevada  4 
higher education University of Nevada, Las Vegas academic researchers and administrative faculty 3 
local business or 
community 
organization 
individuals representing the Las Vegas Metro Chamber 
of Commerce, Council for a Better Nevada, and the 
Nevada Farm Bureau 
3 
city / county 
officials 
individuals representing the Clark County Commission, 
and the City of North Las Vegas 2 
 
Interviews were conducted over the telephone and in person, depending on availability and 
location of the interviewee. The researcher recorded each interview with a voice recorder and took 
detailed notes during the interview process. Each semi-structured interview lasted between 45 and 
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65 minutes. The researcher also employed qualitative interview techniques of recording field notes 
immediately following each interview to capture initial reactions and key moments. The recordings 
were sent to the transcriber, who provided detailed transcription for qualitative analysis. Each 
transcript was imported into Atlas TI qualitative analysis software for coding and analysis.  
Transcription of interview data was coded deductively, using key concepts and themes 
from advocacy coalition framework to interpret the discourse of participants. In a second round, 
inductive coding took place to capture recurring themes between interviewees. These were 
grouped and examined for common narrative themes. Thematic analysis was conducted 
throughout the analysis process. After each interview took place, the researcher conducted 
preliminary analysis allowing initial themes to emerge. Once transcribed, the researcher used Atlas 
TI to organize, categorize and arrange textual data into themes addressing the key components of 
the theoretical framework (ACF), particularly the levels of beliefs (deep core, policy core, and 
secondary). The themes were triangulated with document analysis and the complete data set of 
interviews once data collection was complete. 
Researcher Biases 
In many cases, researchers deny themselves the legitimacy of producing work on areas 
they are close to for fear of internal biases. In public policy, the closer the researcher is to the 
policy issue itself, the more difficult it can be to separate oneself from the passionate environment 
of the policy arena and observe the conditions as an objective scholar. Knowing this, it is important 
to acknowledge researcher biases involved in the study of this particular policy topic. The author 
of the present study is a native of Southern Nevada, with ties to public education in Las Vegas, 
and a graduate of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Personal experiences and connections to 
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the post-secondary institution featured prominently within this case study is something that both 
influences and strengthens the author’s perspective on the topic.  
Additionally, the author is employed as a senior administrator at the university, working in 
two think tanks (research centers) on campus which were responsible for producing the initial 
research that led to the policy issue’s emergence within Nevada’s public forum. Nevertheless, in 
such a hotly engaged policy environment, the author’s closeness to the particular policy events 
surrounding AB 407 as it occurred in real time enhances the analysis presented. In addition to the 
rigorous qualitative research design conducted after the fact, the case study selected is ultimately 
drawn from the researcher’s direct involvement in the events that took place. As noted in the 
sections above, triangulation of different types of data was employed to minimize biases.  
Limitations of the Research 
Limitations of the research design and present study should be acknowledged. First, the 
narrowed scope of the sample of data (documents and proceedings pertaining a single bill in the 
Nevada Legislature) restricts the external validity of the current study. For the purpose of this 
analysis, focus is placed mainly on the advocacy coalition in favor of AB 407. Given the larger 
focus of the present study on metropolitan regions and efforts toward metropolitan regionalism, 
the perceptions and narratives of policymakers from Southern Nevada are captured most 
completely.  
Another limitation was the lack of interest in interview participation from individuals 
opposed to AB 407. In particular, leaders and administrators from the University of Nevada, Reno 
were contacted to participate in the qualitative interview portion of this research analysis based on 
their involvement in the original legislative proceedings. One potential participant reported that 
they would “not be able to accommodate this meeting.” Another potential participant refused to 
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participate in the interview due to the author’s employment affiliation with The Lincy Institute. In 
specific reference to the author’s affiliation, the individual respectfully declined to participate in 
the interview and research study. In total, only one participating interviewee was opposed to the 
AB 407 bill; one other participant was initially opposed to the first bill draft but revised their view 
and testified as “neutral” toward the final iteration of the bill.  
With this limitation in mind, the majority of data utilized to explain the beliefs of the 
coalition opposed to AB 407 are the legislative meeting minutes and proceedings that took place 
during the 2017 Nevada Legislature. Given this difference, the subsequent chapters unpack the 
beliefs of both advocacy coalitions in this particular case, using different primary forms of 
qualitative data. The interviews with policy actors representing both positions and the publicly 
available documents related to this case are synthesized in the chapters that follow.  
Summary 
The triangulation of data through case study and qualitative interview collection has 
enhanced the presented understanding of the proceedings of AB 407 in the 2017 Nevada 
Legislature. The presentation of data in subsequent chapters focuses on the discourse surrounding 
the conflict and the beliefs of policy actors and coalitions via document analysis and on the 
individual perceptions of policymakers in the Silver State via interviews. It is the combination of 
these approaches that allows the author to confidently offer a robust analysis of what happened in 




CHAPTER 5: CASE STUDY FINDINGS 
Overview 
The following chapter offers a case study analysis of data collected from myriad artifacts, 
including recorded video of legislative proceedings, newspaper articles, and technical reports, 
illustrating the involvement of policy actors in the Nevada Legislature surrounding Assembly Bill 
407 (2017).5 Using the Kingdon’s process model from the popular multiple streams framework, 
this chapter introduces the problem, policy, and politics streams needed to create a window of 
opportunity for this bill to enter the public forum in 2017. A summary of the key components in 
the Advocacy Coalition Framework, and their application to the particular case of AB 407 in the 
2017 Nevada Legislature is presented. The following analysis offers an in-depth look at AB 407 
and shows how the components of the ACF in particular serve as a useful tool to illuminate the 
complexities of the case.  
Kingdon’s Process Model 
In much of the research literature in public affairs, Sabatier and Weible (2014) have 
shown that Multiple Streams and Advocacy Coalition Framework “have been used in more than 
400 papers published throughout multiple public policy domains (environment, health, education 
security, transport, planning and development)” (Ritter et al., 2018, p. 1540). The process model 
of Kingdon’s multiple streams is particularly well cited in the literature as a useful framework for 
explaining simply the circumstances that lead to agenda-setting and policy change and enactment 
 
5 It should be noted that Assembly Bill 16 (AB 16, 2017) concerning provisions relating to cooperative extension 
programs in the state was also presented during the 2017 Nevada Legislature (see Damore, Brown, & Lang, 2018). 
Originating from dissatisfaction of rural constituent groups in Nevada, AB 16 sought to increase financial allocations 
from the State’s cooperative extension budget to agricultural and other programs at rural cooperative extension 
operations. The bill initially passed out of the Committee on Natural Resources, Agriculture, and Mining and was 
amended on the Assembly floor. While AB 16 was referred to the Assembly Ways and Means Committee, it was 
never heard and died in committee. For this reason, AB 407 is selected for case study in this analysis because it 
represents a more comprehensive case of policymaking within the context of the Nevada Legislature.  
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in environments constrained by time (Howlett, McConnell, & Perl, 2015; Cairney & Heikkila, 
2018; Weible, 2018). For the 2017 Nevada Legislature, a number of streams converged to bring 
forth a bill focused on the management of higher education assets in the state.  
 
Figure 5.1: Process Model of Kingdon's Multiple Streams Model 
 
*Adapted from Kingdon, J.W., & Thurber, J.A. (1984). Agendas, alternatives, and public 
policies (Vol. 45, pp. 165-169). Boston, MA: Little, Brown. 
 
The problem stream was occupied by a narrative that had gained traction among local 
business and community leaders about a Clark County-funded asset that was running a multi-
million-dollar surplus spanning nearly a decade. That surplus required attention because it 
remained undetected in budgetary reserves during the years of the Great Recession, a dramatic 
“focusing event” for the State of Nevada, in Kingdon’s terms (Howlett, McConnell, & Perl, 2014), 
when the dollars available could have be used to help residents through effective programming.  
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The policy stream became overloaded with solutions that might resolve the issue 
associated with the surplus. Logically, if the money was being unspent under current consolidated 
management, then the solution posed was to change the management of the asset so the money 
could be appropriately allocated programmatically. Specifically, policymakers sought not to 
replace the existing management, but rather divide the management regionally.  
The politics stream was occupied by the realization that Clark County Commissioners 
wanted access to partner and engage with the resource (cooperative extension), but felt isolated 
from the process, despite the fact that the operation was run through a combination of federal, 
state, and county funding (principally from county-generated property tax). With the knowledge 
that the county-level funding could only be spent in the county where the tax revenue was 
generated, commissioners and representatives entered the politics stream with the understanding 
that regionalized control would be better able to assist in the programming of county-level services, 
funded in part by county, state, and federal resource. In many ways, the AB 407 story is a case 
study example of an attempt at metropolitan regionalism in higher education governance. With 
these streams converged, a policy window of opportunity opened with the 2017 Nevada 
Legislature.  
Applying the Advocacy Coalition Framework 
Using the advocacy coalition framework explains the historical and contextual elements 
that helped to open the policy window on the particular topic of higher education asset 
management in 2017 (see Table 5.1). The compounding factors and attributes of the policy 
problem are revealed in a thorough treatment of each major component of the ACF (i.e. 




Table 5.1: Summary of Application of the Advocacy Coalition Framework  
to the Case of Nevada Assembly Bill 407 (2017) 
ACF Component AB 407 (2017) Application 
Mechanisms of Policy Change 
Accumulation of Evidence Network analysis of Las Vegas metro showing the lack of 
connection of Southern UNCE* service to local nonprofit 
network and community.  
Hurting Stalemate Decision to allow the Board of Regents to govern all higher 
education institutions created ambiguity between NSHE and 
Board of Regents 
External Shock The Great Recession 
Relatively Stable Parameters 
• Basic Attribute of the 
Problem Area 
State capital isolated from population core  
• Basic Distribution of 
Natural Resources 
Resource allocation and control in Nevada 
• Fundamental cultural 
values and social structure 
Taxpayer rights, regional politics 
• Basic constitutional 
structure 
Fragmented governance, with involvement of federal agencies, 
one state, a consolidated higher education governing board, 
multiple counties, and components of the University of Nevada 
system 
Policy Subsystem 
• Territorial Scope Nevada 
• Substantive Scope Higher education governance 
• Policy participants Nevada Legislature 
Clark County Commission 
UNLV, UNR, DRI*(branches of the University of Nevada) 
NSHE*Latino Leadership Council, Council for a Better Nevada, 
Nevada Bighorns United, Nevada Farm Bureau (nonprofit, and 
non-governmental groups) 
The Lincy Institute (researchers) 
University researchers 
Las Vegas Sun, The Nevada Independent, This is Reno (local 
news organizations)  
Belief Systems 
• Deep Core Beliefs “One Nevada” consolidation beliefs   
• Policy Core Beliefs Regional distribution of resources and control beliefs 
• Secondary Beliefs Specific policy proposal to divide control of cooperative 
extension services between northern and southern branches of the 
state university. 
Advocacy Coalitions Pro-UNR management of cooperative extension vs. Pro-UNLV 
management of cooperative extension 
Policy Broker Assemblywoman Olivia Diaz (D); Assemblywoman Maggie 
Carlton (D) 
Resources Research conducted by The Lincy Institute 
Venues Nevada State Legislature 
* UNLV = University of Nevada, Las Vegas; UNR = University of Nevada, Reno; DRI = Desert Research Institute; 
NSHE = Nevada System of Higher Education; UNCE = University of Nevada Cooperative Extension 
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Mechanisms of Policy Change 
The mechanisms of policy change in the case of AB 407 began with an accumulation of 
research supporting regionalization of higher education resources in Nevada. In 2013, researchers 
from The Lincy Institute conducted a social network analysis of the Las Vegas Valley to examine 
the connectivity of nonprofits within the city (Monnat & Smedley, 2013). The driving purpose of 
this examination was to determine the potential reach of philanthropic support to a given nonprofit, 
and whether or not a donation to one group would leverage investments beyond its initial grant 
through nonprofit interaction. The report revealed that in several key metrics, including 
participation, activity, influence, access to information and resources, and ability to mobilize the 
non-profit community, UNLV is the highest performing nonprofit in the Las Vegas valley (Monnat 
& Smedley, 2013). Through the analysis, the researchers also found that the University of Nevada 
Cooperative Extension (UNCE) was a statistical outlier; University of Nevada, Reno-managed 
cooperative extension was one of two under-performing nonprofit organizations in health, 
education, and social services in the entire non-profit network of Southern Nevada, despite its 
predicted high level of performance based on budget, age, and number of employees (Monnat & 
Smedley, 2013). This finding, and others related to the history, funding, efficiency, and 
effectiveness of UNCE in Southern Nevada was ultimately presented at an academic colloquium 
in September of 2016, hosted by The Lincy Institute. Following the forum, community leaders and 
elected representatives mobilized to change the status quo concerning UNCE management during 
the 2017 legislative session. The information presented at this forum ultimately led to 
Assemblywoman Olivia Diaz’s sponsorship of AB 407, and had this evidence not accumulated at 




The ACF consideration of technical evidence became an important factor in this policy 
debate. The technical evidence that UNCE services and programming is mostly funded by county 
land taxes, but the financial resources set aside for cooperative extension services were not being 
utilized fully across all the components of the University of Nevada, spurred momentum to pursue 
policy change. Ultimately, the framing of the policy environment of cooperative extension 
management was fueled by the major external shock of the Great Recession on Southern Nevada. 
Las Vegas became the epicenter of the housing market crash, and the nation’s hardest hit state in 
foreclosures. By September 2010, Nevada’s unemployment rate (13.7 percent) was the highest in 
the country (Milligan, 2017). As the metropolitan revolution suggests, policymakers in Las Vegas 
responded to the external shock of the Great Recession by fighting for the needs of its diverse, 
large population. The discovery of a rolling surplus of funding available in the Clark County 
Cooperative Extension budget during recessionary years led researchers and representatives to 
question how programs were not developed to pull the community out of the depths of economic 
downturn; this was especially relevant given that economic development is a core area meant to 
be addressed by cooperative extension services. 
When the technical evidence presented by researchers and community leaders entered the 
public forum of the Nevada Legislature, the “hurting stalemate” of AB 407 emerged (Weible & 
Sabatier, 2006). Primarily, the purposeful misinterpretation of legal facts and confusions about 
what the bill would actually do became the focus of public debate. The lack of clarity was 
exacerbated by a system of unified higher education administration, where all components of the 
system administration are also beneath the same governance structure (Damore, 2017).  
While originally intended to simply govern the University of Nevada, today, the Board of 
Regents of the University of Nevada governs all higher education institutions in one of the most 
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dramatic examples of governance consolidation of higher education nationally. This unification 
has led to high degrees of ambiguity as to what is under the control of the Board of Regents, and 
what is simply meant to be administered by the system office (NSHE). The result is a structurally 
flawed system where higher education regulator and operator are indistinguishable. The evident 
overreach of NSHE bureaucrats and their desire to unify the system in multifaceted ways has led 
to limited autonomy of colleges and universities in the state. Although the underlying intent of 
deconsolidation of higher education asset management was the focus of AB 407, the bill received 
no official position from NSHE, nor did Regents weigh in on the debate during or after the 
legislative session. The exercise of NSHE and Board of Regent power for certain issues and not 
others, has created an Orwellian structural dynamic in Nevada, where coalitions believe that all 
universities are equal, but seemingly some are more equal than others. 
Relatively Stable Parameters 
Weible and Sabatier (2006) note that relatively stable parameters may remain in place over 
very long periods of time, typically in the range of 100 years or more. The context of this case 
study offers parameters over 150 years in place, all beginning with the Constitution of the State of 
Nevada (art. XI, sect. 4.). In 1862, the federal government granted existing states financial 
resources and land via the Morrill Act, in order for each state to establish an agricultural and 
mechanical college for their residents. These “land grant institutions” were historically aimed at 
teaching agriculture, military, and mechanical arts, in addition to classical arts, offering the 
working class the opportunity to obtain a well-rounded, liberal education (Morrill Act, 1862). 
Nevada is no exception. Six years after the passage of the Morrill Act, Nevada was “battle born,” 
and to qualify for Morrill Act funding and land, Nevada included the creation of a state university 
governed by a board of regents in the language of its state constitution; this gave Nevada 
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designated land grant resources immediately upon being granted statehood in 1868. Today, the 
constitutional structure framing governance of higher education in Nevada defines the basic 
attributes of the problem area, geographically bounded within the state. 
The University of Nevada (originally founded in Elko, Nevada in 1874, then moved to 
Reno, and now known as the University of Nevada, Reno, or UNR) was established as the land 
grant institution for the state. The Nevada constitution codified that it would be governed by the 
Board of Regents of the University of Nevada (see Article 11, Section 4 of the Nevada 
Constitution). Over decades, the University of Nevada expanded to include the University of 
Nevada, Southern Branch (now the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, or UNLV), and the Desert 
Research Institute (DRI). All subsequently created higher education institutions – including 
Nevada State College, College of Southern Nevada, Truckee Meadows Community College, 
Western Nevada College, and Great Basin College – remain administered by a single system 
administration office (the Nevada System of Higher Education, or NSHE).  
The statutory evolution of the University of Nevada and the Nevada System of Higher 
Education is also important to the 2017 discussion surrounding cooperative extension and land 
grant status. As shown in Table 5.2, a number of legal and legislative decisions have been made 
in Nevada history to contribute to the confusion and hurting stalemate that interjected and 
challenged the mechanisms of policy change. In the presentation of Nevada Revised Statute 
document types, blue text represents additions to the existing statute, while red text indicates 





Table 5.2: Statutory Evolution of the University of Nevada, and the Nevada System of 
Higher Education 
YEAR DOCUMENT TYPE TEXT MEANING EXPLAINED 
1862 Morrill Act  “An Act Donating public lands to the 
several States and [Territories] which may 
provide colleges for the benefit of 
agriculture and the Mechanic arts” marked 
the first Federal aid to higher education.” 
(July 2, 1862, ch. 130, §1, 12 Stat. 503., 
37th Cong.) 
The U.S. Federal Government 
provides land to each state or territory 
for the creation of a higher education 
institution to serve its citizens.  
1864 Nevada  
State 
Constitution 
“The Legislature shall provide for the 
establishment of a State University which 
shall embrace departments for Agriculture, 
Mechanic Arts, and Mining to be controlled 
by a Board of Regents whose duties shall be 
prescribed by Law” (Nev. Const. art. 11, § 
4). 
Since Nevada is founded after the 
passing of the Morrill Act, the 
“University of Nevada” is established 
within the Nevada Constitution in 
order for the state to immediately 
qualify for land grant funding.  
1957 Nevada 
Revised Statute 
“1. The seat of the state university, as 
described in section 4 of article XI of the 
constitution of the State of Nevada, is 
hereby located at the City of Reno, Washoe 
County, State of Nevada. 
2. A regional branch of the University of 
Nevada is authorized in Clark County, 
Nevada, which branch shall be called 
Nevada Southern.” 
A regional branch campus of the 
“University of Nevada” is established 
in Las Vegas.  
1969 Nevada 
Revised Statute 
“1. The seat of the state university, as 
described in section 4 of article XI of the 
constitution of 
the State of Nevada, is hereby located at the 
City of Reno, Washoe County, State of 
Nevada [.] , 
and shall be known as the University of 
Nevada, Reno. 
2. A [regional] branch of the University of 
Nevada is authorized in Clark County, 
Nevada, 
which branch shall be called [Nevada 
Southern University.] the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas.”(Nevada Revised 
Statute, NRS 396.010) 
In 1969, the NRS is revised to 
identify the state university defined in 
Article XI, sect 4 of the state 
constitution (the land grant) as “the 
University of Nevada, Reno.” 
Additionally, the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas is named as a 
separate, but co-equal branch of the 
“University of Nevada,” the 





“The University of Nevada System, 
consisting of the University of Nevada, 
Reno, the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, 
and the Desert Research Institute, is the 
only land grant institution within the State 
of Nevada. The components of the system 
may not hold individual land grant status 
separate and apart from the system.” 
(Dickerson, 1969) 
The “University of Nevada” is 
affirmed in official Attorney General 
Opinion as Nevada’s designated land 
grant institution. As a point of 
clarification, States are responsible 
for conveying their designated land 
grant institution to the federal 







“1. The seat of the state university, as 
described in section 4 of article XI of the 
constitution of 
the State of Nevada, is hereby located at the 
[City of Reno, Washoe County, State of 
Nevada, and shall be known as the 
University of Nevada, Reno.] office of the 
chancellor of the University of Nevada 
System. 
2. [A branch] The branches of the 
University of Nevada [is authorized in 
Clark County, 
Nevada, which branch shall be called the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas.] are the 
University of Nevada, Reno, and the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas.” (Nevada 
Revised Statute, NRS 396.010) 
A revision of the NRS places the 
control of the constitutionally defined 
state university with the Chancellor 
of the University of Nevada System. 
This means all institutions reporting 
to the University of Nevada System 
belong to the state designated land 
grant institution. In the second clause 
of the NRS, only UNR and UNLV 
are named as the branches of the 
University of Nevada, confusing the 




1. The seat of the state university, as 
described in section 4 of article XI of the 
constitution of 
the State of Nevada, is hereby located at the 
office of the chancellor of the University [of 
Nevada System. 
2. The branches of the University of 
Nevada are the University of Nevada, Reno, 
and the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas.3.] and 
Community College System of Nevada. 
(Nevada Revised Statute, NRS 396.010) 
Correcting the ambiguity left in the 
1981 NRS revision, the 1993 revision 
clarifies that control of the state 
university defined in Article XI, sect 
4 of the state constitution (the land 
grant) belongs to the Chancellor of 
the University and Community 
College System of Nevada. 
2005 Nevada 
Revised Statute 
1. The seat of the State University, as 
described in Section 4 of Article 11 of the 
Constitution of the State of Nevada, is 
hereby located at the Office of the 
Chancellor of the [University and 
Community College System of Nevada.] 
Nevada System of Higher Education. 
(Nevada Revised Statute, NRS 396.010) 
Since 2005 the “system” defined in 
the 1993 NRS correction has been 
called the Nevada System of Higher 
Education (NSHE). As such, all 
institutions belonging to NSHE are 
legally defined in NRS as part of the 
state university defined in Article XI, 
Sect 4 of the state constitution (the 
land grant). 
 
Holding land grant status is important because this designation offers a number of special 
privileges. To be clear, states indicate to the federal government which institutions are their 
designated land grant. When states name their land grant institution(s), they indicate to the federal 
government which universities should qualify for land-grant funding from the federal government. 
When faculty at land grant universities apply for federal grant money for research, having that 
status opens the door to federal dollars unavailable to non-land grant institutions. When researchers 
are awarded federal grant money for their research, the State experiences a reduced cost share of 
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research and development from public dollars. Qualifying for this federal funding means that the 
research and development dollars associated with universities – and especially medical schools – 
is of a lower cost share to the public. Furthermore, land grant colleges and universities also have 
the special privilege of being the only public higher education institutions authorized to administer 
cooperative extension services (CES). Cooperative extensions were born out of the goal to extend 
the services of the land grant institution beyond the community where that university is located. 
Over time, additional resources were provided to land grant institutions via the Smith Lever Act 
of 1914 to establish the physical locations of these cooperative extension branches. Similar to other 
states, University of Nevada Cooperative Extension (UNCE) offices exist in every county.  
True to its name, these services are meant to cooperate with community groups, and extend 
the university to rural communities and beyond. In Nevada, the specific mission of cooperative 
extension is codified in Nevada Revised Statute, which states that UNCE is intended “to provide 
for continued educational, research, outreach and service programs pertaining to agriculture, 
community development, health and nutrition, horticulture, personal and family development, and 
natural resources in the rural and urban communities in the State of Nevada” (Nevada Revised 
Statute, NRS 549.010). The basic distribution of resources can be illustrated by the fact that UNCE 
is managed by UNR alone, despite many cooperative extension plants being located in the southern 
part of the state, and the charge to address myriad social and education needs in both rural and 
urban communities. To be clear, a university can be a designated land grant institution and elect 
not to administer CES, but CES cannot be administered by an institution without land grant status.6  
 
6 A comprehensive chronology of U.S. federal legislation pertaining to rights, privileges, and mission of land grant 
institutions can be found on pages 9 through 15 of the following book, produced by the Committee on the Future of 
the Colleges of Agriculture in the Land Grant University System: National Research Council. (1995). Colleges of 
agriculture at the land grant universities: A profile. National Academy Press: Washington, D.C.  
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The fundamental cultural values and social structure are mainly fueled by taxpayer rights 
and historically divisive regional politics. Because UNCE offices receive their budgets largely 
from the property taxes of counties in which they are located, citizens have a right to understand 
how their tax contributions are being redeployed in their communities. The basic constitutional 
structure of this case includes the state government of Nevada, local level authority of each of 
Nevada’s 16 counties, and authority and control of resourced granted to universities and colleges 
(eight institutions in total) within the state. Collectively, these conditions represent the relatively 
stable parameters in which higher education governance and policy operates in Nevada.  
Policy Subsystem 
According to Weible and Sabatier (2006), “a policy subsystem is defined by its territorial 
boundary, a substantive topic, and by the hundreds of policy participants from all levels of 
government, multiple interest groups, the media, and research institutions” (p. 126). The policy 
subsystem of CES management is territorially bounded within the State of Nevada subsystem. It 
is important to note that land grant status is something that is determined by states, not by the 
federal government. In Nevada, however, the state has muddled the interpretation of formal statute 
on which institutions possess land grant status (see Table 5.2). In fact, the only formal mention of 
the status comes in a 1969 official opinion from Nevada Attorney General Harvey Dickerson, 
which states 
The University of Nevada System, consisting of the University of Nevada, Reno, the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and the Desert Research Institute, is the only land grant 
institution within the State of Nevada. The components of the system may not hold 
individual land grant status separate and apart from the system. (Dickerson, 1969, p. 1) 
 
The entire structure of higher education in the state is based on Attorney General 
Dickerson’s statement from 50 years ago. The substantive scope of this particular case study draws 
from the resulting components of the Nevada System of Higher Education, and its subsequent 
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governance structure. Over time, the three co-equal units of the University of Nevada System were 
joined by additional colleges and universities in the state to become part of the Nevada System of 
Higher Education, a unified higher education system consisting of two universities (UNLV & 
UNR), one research institute (DRI), one state college (Nevada State College, “NSC”), and four 
community colleges (College of Southern Nevada, “CSN”; Truckee Meadows Community 
College, “TMCC”; Western Nevada College, “WNC”; and Great Basin College, “GBC”). Today, 
all components of the Nevada System of Higher Education are governed by the constitutionally 
created “Board of Regents of the University of Nevada.”  
The consolidation of the system serves an important function for maintaining the status 
quo of political control and power in the state. For example, attempts to deconsolidate higher 
education governance, by placing state colleges and community colleges into separate governance 
structures is met with consistent opposition from the state agency, NSHE (see Martinez, Damore, 
& Lang, 2014). As noted by Martinez, Damore, and Lang (2014), “the state has placed its higher 
education administration and governance under a structure that has little to no connection to the 
constitutionally prescribed creation of ‘a state university’ that is governed by ‘a board of regents’” 
(p. 2). 
The importance placed on the unified system was even reinforced by then Board of Regents 
Chairman Rick Trachok who noted in an editorial board meeting with the Las Vegas Review-
Journal, “in the past, we’ve treated each of our eight institutions as separate legal entities. … (But) 
we’re a single entity. All checks are signed by the Board of Regents…” (Ley, 2017, para. 12). The 
unified nature of Nevada’s universities (the University of Nevada system, or NSHE) might actually 
mean that all institutions in the state might have legitimate claim to land grant status, and therefore 
be authorized to manage cooperative extension in their respective regions; the logic follows, if the 
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Board of Regents of the University of Nevada are constitutionally carved-out to govern the 
University of Nevada system, and the state determined land grant institution is located at the Office 
of the Chancellor of the Nevada System of Higher Education, then all institutions governed by the 
Board of Regents of the University of Nevada and administered by the Nevada System of Higher 
Education have legitimate grounds to claim land grant status. The Nevada System of Higher 
Education Legal Counsel has previously acknowledged the land grant status of UNLV and DRI in 
order for these institutions to obtain federal grant monies available only to land grant institutions, 
as evidenced in exhibits submitted to the public record of the Nevada Legislature (AB 407, 2017). 
Specifically, the U.S. Department of Agriculture Office of the General Counsel recommended that 
UNLV obtain an opinion from the Board of Regents of the University of Nevada that confirmed 
that members of the University of Nevada System, and thereby the land grant status of institutions 
within the state. In absence of Board action, policymakers engaged the Nevada Legislature for this 
request in the case of AB 407. 
The complex legal and governmental subsystem is populated by hundreds of policy 
participants, who seek to influence higher education policy for the State. They include state 
government actors in the legislative, judicial, and executive branches including Legislators, the 
Governor, state agencies (e.g. NSHE), state governance (e.g. Board of Regents), regional agencies 
(e.g. the Clark County Commission), non-profit and business community groups (e.g. Latino 
Leadership Council, the Las Vegas Metro Chamber of Commerce, Council for a Better Nevada, 
Nevada Bighorns United), researchers (e.g. The Lincy Institute, UNLV), the University of Nevada 
and its three branches (UNLV, UNR, and DRI), and journalists (e.g. Las Vegas Sun, This is Reno, 




The ACF suggests that individuals possess three types of beliefs systems: (1) deep core 
beliefs, (2) policy core beliefs, and (3) secondary beliefs (Sabatier & Weible, 2006). Deep core 
beliefs are ontological and get to the heart of normative values in a policy subsystem. This means 
that deep core beliefs are not typically policy-specific in nature, but rather cut across multiple 
policy topics and subsystems (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2018). In the case study of cooperative 
extension management in Nevada, the deep core belief is a “One Nevada” philosophy, best 
illustrated by a strong rhetorical messaging of unity among various state systems. A rhetorical 
device made popular during the term of Governor Brian Sandoval, the “One Nevada” slogan by 
NSHE’s charge has helped to legitimate a number of system-unifying measures for higher 
education in recent years (Damore, 2016). Exemplifying the deep core belief, a system-wide 
software purchase put all eight higher education institutions on the same student management 
software in 2011; similarly, in 2017 the second phase of software streamlining across all colleges 
and the system office resulted in a $41 million purchase of a financial and human resource 
management system to link the entire system together (Bruzda, 2017). The same has been 
attempted in a consolidation of police services across NSHE institutions (Christiansen, 2017). The 
assumption of shared unity and consolidated management has led to a dynamic where university 
and college administrators have limited control over funding, and limited autonomy to advocate 
for their own institution without the approval of NSHE. 
Policy core beliefs, rather, are applicable within the constraints of a policy issue, specific 
to the time and scope of a particular topic. The deep core belief of homogeneity stands in direct 
opposition to the recognition post-recession that regional economies with diversity of economic 
sectors would be the best path forward for the Silver State’s recovery. In a 2011 executive report 
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produced by The Brookings Institution, SRI International, and Brookings Mountain West, the 
importance of Nevada’s recovery was highlighted. In 2012, the report –  which was adopted nearly 
verbatim as the official state economic development plan for Nevada post-recession – suggested 
that supporting and growing unique regional economies would be the way out of the recession and 
the path to regain economic prosperity and sustainability; at its core, the report’s recommendations 
for metropolitan regionalism are in tension with the “One Nevada” mantra. The report worked off 
the model that at minimum, there are three Nevadas: (1) Las Vegas metropolitan statistical area, 
(2) the Reno-Carson City combined statistical area, and (3) a rural Nevada, with Elko serving as 
its center. Since adoption of the plan, recent legislative and special sessions have taken the form 
of economic development sessions, each focusing on different areas; in 2015, reform and resources 
were poured into what was labeled the “K-12 session” and in 2017, resources without reform were 
explored in what was called the “higher education session” (see Damore, 2017; Bilbray, 2017). In 
2017, some policymakers found cooperative extension to be a tangible example of an opportunity 
for diversified, deconsolidated approach to the state within the context of higher education. 
Finally, secondary beliefs “comprise instrumental considerations on how to implement the 
policy core” (Kubler, 2001, p. 624). In this case, the secondary belief rests on the initially 
introduced policy change in AB 407. AB 407 was introduced to support the specific idea that 
regional distribution and control of cooperative extension should be divided between northern and 
southern Nevada, via the northern (UNR) and southern (UNLV) branches of the University of 
Nevada (see Table 5). Again, this supports the policy core belief because it is drawn from the 
beliefs laid out in the state’s economic development plan. If the University of Nevada is the land-
grant institution, then both UNR and UNLV as co-equal branches of the University of Nevada 
each possess the legal status necessary to administer cooperative extension (Damore et al., 2017).  
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In the ACF, these levels of belief become the foundation of interaction in a policy 
environment, especially because each level of belief is less resistant to policy change, beginning 
from deep core beliefs and moving to secondary beliefs; deep core beliefs are highly unlikely to 
be altered as a result of a particular policy debate. Weible and Sabatier (2006) note that “of the 
three layers of beliefs, secondary beliefs are the most susceptible to change in response to new 
information and events” (p. 128). This dynamic can be clearly seen in the explanation for the 
mechanisms of policy change.  
Advocacy Coalitions 
In the case of AB 407, two policy coalitions quickly formed: (1) those in favor of UNLV-
managed cooperative extension services in Southern Nevada, and UNR-managed cooperative 
extension services in Northern Nevada, and (2) those wishing to maintain UNR’s statewide 
management of cooperative extension. As Table 5.3 reveals, the bill as introduced on March 20, 
2017 sought to support the policy core belief of regionalization of higher education assets, and the 
change in the language of the policy over time, and through amendments during the 2017 session.  
The primary policy broker in the case of AB 407 was the bill sponsor, Assemblywoman 
Olivia Diaz, a Latina public school administrator with the Clark County School District’s English 
Language Learner educational unit. She introduced the bill in response to research produced by 
The Lincy Institute,7 a research institute organized to conduct and support research that focuses on 
improving Nevada’s health, education, and social services. In an investigation of state budgets, 
researchers at The Lincy Institute discovered that Clark County residents paid a portion of their 
property taxes to support programming of the Southern UNCE office. This means that Clark 
County residents (the county where the diverse urban population of Las Vegas, Henderson, and 
 
7 As a point of disclosure, the author is affiliated with The Lincy Institute as a director and researcher. 
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North Las Vegas sit) pay into the programming that UNCE is tasked with administering to connect 
resources of the University of Nevada to its communities.  
 
Table 5.3: Nevada Assembly Bill 407 Amendment Timeline: Bill Summaries, Major 
Premises, and Policy Actors 
Date Bill Summary Major Premises 
Policy actors/groups testifying 















1) Establishes geographic regions 
of the State for the purposes of 
cooperative extension 
programs. 
2) Places operation of cooperative 
extension programs under 
control of the Presidents of 
UNR** and UNLV**, or their 
designees 
• UNR** 
• Assemblywoman Olivia Diaz 
(bill sponsor) 
• Dr. Robert Lang 
• Dr. David Damore 
• James Bilbray 
• Latino Leadership Council 
(submitted by Al Martinez, 
Chair, and Sylvia Lazos, 
Vice Chair) 
• Marco Velotta 
• The Lincy Institute 
• Clark County 
Commissioners, Chris 
Giunchigliani and Marilyn 
Kirkpatrick 

















1) Establishes geographic regions 
of the State for the purposes of 
cooperative extension 
programs. 
2) Requires creation of an 
advisory board on cooperative 
extension education in each 
Nevada county 
3) Requires certain entities to 
enter into memorandums of 
understanding or agreement to 
partner with cooperative 
extension 
4) Places operation of cooperative 
extension programs under 
control of the Presidents of 
UNR and UNLV, or their 
designees 
• Council for a Better Nevada 
• Eureka County Board of 
Commissioners (submitted 
by Jake Tibbitts, Eureka 
County Natural Resources 
Manager) 


























1) Designates certain institutions 
within NSHE** as the state 
land grant institutions  
2) Requires the Nevada legislative 
auditor to conduct a 
performance and compliance 
audit of cooperative extension 
services of the NSHE** 
 
• Eureka County Board of 
Commissioners (submitted 
by Jake Tibbitts, Eureka 
County Natural Resources 
Manager) 
• Richard & Margaret Orr 
• Aurora Buffington 
• Council for a Better Nevada 
• Las Vegas Metro Chamber 
of Commerce 
• Latino Leadership Council 
(submitted by Al Martinez, 
Chair, and Jose Solorio, 
Chair) 
• Nevada Bighorns United 
(submitted Joshua Vittori) 
* Individuals who submitted testimony explicitly for, or against AB 407 are included in this list. 
Individuals who asked questions, offered neutral, or clarifying testimony are omitted from the list. 
** UNLV = University of Nevada, Las Vegas; UNR = University of Nevada, Reno; NSHE = Nevada 
System of Higher Education 
 
In response to this research, the coalition in opposition to AB 407 sought to invalidate the 
basic policy core belief by supporting the belief that only UNR could administer cooperative 
extension because UNR seemingly possesses sole-land grant status in the state. The response of 
this coalition supports Weible and Sabatier’s (2006) claim that “ACF individuals tend to filter or 
ignore information that challenges their beliefs, [… and] tend to discount even high-quality 
technical information if it conflicts with their beliefs and accept technical information with high 
uncertainty if it supports their beliefs” (p. 127). The power of this counter argument can be seen 
clearly in the way that policy brokers quickly changed the language of the bill. Table 5.4 presents 
the language of the bill through the lens of the ACF; the rapid change in focus of the bill —from 
the administration of CES, to the question of UNLV’s land grant status — put different policy core 




Table 5.4: Change in policy belief system of Assembly Bill 407, from introduction, to final 









Beliefs and Values 
in AB 407 policy 
subsystem as 
introduced (March 
20, 2017)  
Beliefs and Values 
in AB 407 policy 
subsystem as 
amended and 



















that help to 
achieve the deep 
core beliefs 






of resources and 
control beliefs 




















branches of the state 
university. 
Specific policy 
proposal to reaffirm 
the University of 
Nevada as the 
designated land 
grant institution in 
Nevada and conduct 
a legislative audit of 
cooperative 
extension services 
* Source: Kubler, D. (2001). Understanding policy change with the advocacy coalition framework: An 
application to Swiss drug policy. Journal of European Public Policy, 8(4), 623-641.  
 
There is evidence that the pivot in policy core belief and secondary beliefs was dramatic 
enough to cause confusion among the policy environment. In the Nevada Legislature, AB 407 
passed in the Assembly with a constitutional majority 30 to 12 and passed in the Senate with a 
constitutional majority of 15 to six (AB 407). With bipartisan support, both advocacy coalitions 
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assumed that the bill would be signed into law. However, upon receiving the final bill text on his 
desk, Governor Sandoval vetoed AB 407 just two days after sine die of the 2017 session. 
According to the website of the Nevada Legislature, “if the Governor vetoes a bill within ten days 
after adjournment […], the bill must be filed, together with the specific objections to it, in the 
Office of the Secretary of State” (Nevada Legislative Council Bureau, 2019, para. 17).  
Keeping with policy, Governor Sandoval provided a letter along with his veto explaining 
the reasoning (see Appendix D). However, his veto message seems to suggest that he was unaware 
of the revisions to the bill that removed focus from cooperative extension programming and placed 
focus on land grant status. As Governor Sandoval noted,  
AB 407 would put the future of these vital programs in jeopardy. In particularly, 
designating UNLV and DRI as land grant institutions could lead to a three-way split in 
federal appropriations, without bringing any additional funding. [...] The three-way split in 
funding would not be enough to continue to support existing education and research 
programs at UNR or to recreate these programs at UNLV or DRI. (Sandoval, 2017, para. 
6).  
 
By all accounts, Governor Sandoval’s veto letter seems to reference the wrong bill, 
suggesting reasoning for the veto that align more closely with the initial bill draft text (management 
reconfiguration and fiscal implications), rather than the final iteration that arrived on his desk 
(reaffirming land grant status and authorizing a financial audit). The confusing veto message led 
to additional misconceptions in news media. The public misunderstanding is apparent in the title 
of a This is Reno online article, titled, “Governor nixes Southern Nevada attempt to take ‘land 
grant’ university status” (Conrad, 2017). In the end, Southern Nevada was never attempting to take 
land grant status through AB 407, but rather codify was had already been determined by the state 




As demonstrated in this chapter, the ACF offers a useful framework for unpacking the 
historical and political complexities of a case like AB407. The dynamics of pursuing metropolitan 
regionalism exemplified within the current policy context are representative of a larger, and 
relatively stable, dynamic in Nevada that can be seen in cases far beyond the scope of this particular 
case. The basic constitutional structures that have resulted in fragmented governance and 
ambiguity of control and autonomy for public higher education institutions are not isolated to the 
case of cooperative extension management; rather, the theme repeats in cases concerning medical 
infrastructure, regional economic development goals, funding formulas, the authority of 
presidents, and the management of philanthropic funds and support. The following chapter offers 
qualitative interviews providing additional data on the views of key individuals in Nevada’s higher 
education policy landscape. Their personal accounts offer a triangulation of the findings presented 
in the case study here.  
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CHAPTER 6: QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW FINDINGS 
Overview 
Drawing from the in-depth case analysis provided in Chapter 5, this chapter examines the 
beliefs of policy actors in Nevada surrounding the case of Assembly Bill 407. Specifically, the 
interview questions asked sought to understand the influence of AB 407 as an example of efforts 
toward metropolitan regionalism within the environment of the Nevada Legislature. It is important 
to note that without prompting from the researcher, each interview participant articulated some 
aspect of a “north – south divide” when interviewed in this particular study.  
The data are presented utilizing thick description (Geertz, 1973) to showcase how 
qualitative data can illuminate the beliefs that policy actors carried through their discourse about 
this case. Thick description is also utilized to establish the trustworthiness of the research, as it can 
be employed to achieve transferability, or “showing the findings have applicability in other 
contexts” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316). Drawing from Geertz (1973), organizing the data into 
“cultural descriptions” focuses “on a particular group’s cultural mores to understand what is shared 
across individuals” (Tierney & Clemens, 2011, p.2). In this study, the particular groups are public 
policy advocacy coalitions, and the objective of this method and data presentation is to understand 
what deep core, policy, and secondary beliefs are shared among policy actors in the given case. 
Interview Data Analysis 
As illustrated in the case study chapter, the quick pivot of focus in the case of AB 407 
complicates the formation of advocacy coalitions; the change from a focus on cooperative 
extension management, to the discussion of land grant status almost resembles two separate policy 
issues at first glance. However, an investigation of interview data reveals how these two seemingly 
dissimilar policy issues actually comprise a single policy area surrounding beliefs of policy actors 
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in the state of Nevada. Mainly, at the level of core beliefs, policy actors and the coalitions they 
form seem to subscribe to one of two deep core beliefs: Nevada should disrupt the status quo and 
embrace the ideals of metropolitan regionalism, or Nevada should maintain the “One Nevada” 
consolidation status quo. At the policy core level, policy actors and the coalitions they form seem 
to subscribe to one of two parallel policy core beliefs related to asset distribution: the state should 
opt for joint control where UNLV should manage cooperative extension for the southern part of 
the state and UNR should manage it for the norther part, versus UNR should continue to administer 
cooperative extension for the entire state. Finally, at the level of secondary beliefs, policy actors 
and the coalitions they form seem to subscribe to one of two secondary beliefs in the particular 
case study: UNLV as a co-equal branch of the University of Nevada versus UNR in sole possession 
of the University of Nevada designation. A breakdown of these tension points can be found in 
Table 6.1. The ACF belief levels of policymakers helps to illuminate the complexities and 
misunderstandings that emerged throughout the case of Assembly Bill 407, from introduction, to 
final amendment, adoption, and ultimately veto. 
 
Table 6.1: Advocacy Coalition Framework Belief Levels within Interview Data 
Belief System Levels Narrative Tensions found in Interview Data 
Deep Core Beliefs Tension between “One Nevada”  
and Metropolitan Regionalism 
Policy Core Beliefs Tension between UNR-managed statewide cooperative extension  
and UNLV/UNR regionally-managed cooperative extension 
Secondary Beliefs Tension between UNR identity of University of Nevada  
and UNLV as co-equal branch of the University of Nevada 
 
Deep Core: One Nevada versus Metropolitan Regionalism 
Ritter et al. (2018) suggest “in applying an ACF analysis, policy change may occur where 
actively brokered debate in existing or newly shaped venues between coalitions is productive and 
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leads to changes in the policy core or secondary beliefs of dominant coalition members” (p. 1544). 
In recent sessions, cohesion among Southern Nevada policy groups has allowed the coalition to 
flex political muscle at the Nevada Legislature, and engage in actively brokered debate 
surrounding metropolitan regionalism in policy. Regardless of view on the case of AB 407, 
interviewees overwhelmingly acknowledged a regional divide in the state of Nevada; all twelve 
interviewees spoke of a “north-south” dichotomy without being prompted by the interviewer on 
this particular terminology. The north-south divide is an important rhetorical device in the state 
for describing the tensions that policymakers experience. The narrative themes that emerged in the 
case study pertaining to the deep core beliefs of One Nevada-ness or metropolitan regionalism are 
presented as follows. 
Changing Dynamics of Old Nevada / New Nevada 
Interview data supported the idea that changing dynamics of the Las Vegas metropolitan 
region have not been met with structural changes to governance at the state level. As a Dillon’s 
rule state, this is particularly challenging as well. As one respondent noted: “The governance 
system for the state seems like it belongs with a Dakota; it’s never recognized that there are several 
million people in the state and that it’s a state the size of Mississippi.” At the time Nevada was 
created and formed, it was small and relatively rural. Today, without Las Vegas, the state would 
be the population size of a Dakota and the governance structures might be seemingly effective. 
But the lack of change in governance is not conducive to Nevada as the now third most urbanized 
state in the country (Cox, 2016). This dynamic is further supported by the origins of the state. A 
higher education researcher suggested:  
The origin of Nevada is very independent, very ‘every person for themselves.’ People came 
out here for the Wild West to live independently and they were a certain breed of people 
who sought that life and have that in their DNA. I think we’re constantly struggling with 
how much government oversight to have in Nevada. California is our neighbor; that’s sort 
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of the extreme of more government, right? Then we have other states that are far less. That 
to me is the most interesting thing: that we do have this very ‘keep government out of my 
life’ streak. 
 
This supports the idea of Nevada, and southern Nevada in particular, as a voluntary region 
(Zelinsky, 1973). The core belief of keeping government out reflects a libertarian tradition that 
explains the reasons why governance has not grown responsive to density and diversity changes 
within the state. For Las Vegas in particular, building a metropolitan region from what originated 
as an illicit economy of gaming was a reason to avoid interaction with state and local government. 
Nevertheless, some respondents felt a changing tide of policy dynamics in the state. One individual 
representing a local business organization noted:  
I think the good news is [Nevada is] becoming more mature, policy driven. I think you saw 
in, like, the ’07, ’09, ’11 sessions was more like, “Don’t take from my pot; that belongs to 
me.” It wasn’t as much about what’s good for Nevada. It’s like, “You know I’ve always had 
that contract; who do you think you are?” It was more like old Nevada versus what’s good 
infrastructure development and what’s good policy development. 
 
The distinction between “Old Nevada” and “New Nevada” referenced by interviewees speaks to 
the changing dynamics of the state. In this particular response, the individual speaks to a dichotomy 
between doing policy based on personal relationships versus evidence-based policy. For some, the 
way things used to be reflected by a colloquial closeness to policymakers. The same individual 
described the environment as follows:  
In Nevada, you walk into a coffee shop, you sit next to the governor, [which] I did, and he 
made fun of me drinking green tea: Kenny Guinn. You have these really idyllic 
relationships on such a personal level, which, again, ties back to how policy was made back 
then, not as much now, but still. I would liken Nevada back then as a fixer state; if you 
have a problem, you pick up the phone and someone fixes it for you. It can be really good 
if you have really good leaders who do the right thing. It can be really bad because it leads 
to honest graft, it leads to corruption if you have the wrong people in office. You had a lot 
and still do have a lot of honest graph infiltrated through local government through how 




In this quote, the individual speaks to the dynamics of the state in the past, while acknowledging 
changes taking place in the policymaking environment. Aligned with the framework of the 
metropolitan revolution (Katz & Bradley, 2013), interviewees noted a belief that the tides were 
changing in 2017, and a new Nevada was emerging. An individual representing a community 
organization suggested: 
In the 2017 session there almost seemed like there had been a pep rally before the 
legislature started, and for the first time in the thirty years I noticed the idea that said, “Las 
Vegas interests were inclined to believe that they’re 70 percent of the population of Nevada 
and they want their share.” That’s never been a theme in anything I’ve been around before, 
but it’s starting to become more of that philosophy underlying everything. Again, it comes 
down to power. There’s all kinds of nice philosophic things you can think about, but in its 
bare essence politics is about power and whether you can get what you want and whether 
you can keep somebody from getting what they want. 
 
During the 2017 session, the participation of policymakers from Southern Nevada was perceived 
more organized and powerful than in sessions prior. While the network was built, a number of 
narratives aligned to the deep core belief of tensions between consolidation and regionalization 
still impacted the ability of a cohesive Southern Nevada coalition to be as effective as desired.  
Geographic Differences in the State 
For policymakers, the geographical dispersion of the state of Nevada manifests in 
predictable differences in policy environments. One such area is in the logic of regional 
partnerships. A policymaker spoke to the dynamics of "One Nevada-ness” verses regionalization 
by stating:  
Listen, there is a north and there is a south to this state; they’re entirely different. We force 
them together as partnerships all the time. The reality, we should say, no, Southern 
California is a better partner for Southern Nevada and Northern California is a better 
partner for Northern Nevada. Those are the partnerships that we should be promoting and 
trying to effectuate instead of forcing people into something that doesn’t work, and that 




This response supports the economic framing of the Southwest Megapolitan Area (Nelson & Lang, 
2011), linking Southern Nevada and Southern California as economic partners, while Northern 
Nevada is more logically linked to the industries in Northern California. Furthermore, this 
reinforces the identification of three unique regional economies in the Nevada statewide economic 
development plan. From the policymaker’s perspective, the attempt to link Southern and Northern 
Nevada was viewed as a forced partnership between geographically distant, economically 
disconnected regions.  
Interviewees were asked if they felt the Nevada Legislature is impacted by the 
geographical separation between major population cores in Nevada. A community organization 
leader noted:  
It’s not the same thing to have a turnout in Grant Sawyer (the Government Building in 
Southern Nevada) as it is in Carson City. But I think what is really kind of a damper on 
citizen participation is the ability of the legislature to schedule things for the last moment. 
You can be sitting in Grant Sawyer all day on a Saturday waiting for AB 407 to be [heard] 
and then you don’t predict how much comment or discussion there is going to be. Most 
people don’t have the time, the patience, nor do they have the understanding as to why they 
have to sit there four or five hours to be able to speak two minutes and why that would 
make a difference. 
 
In this passage the access of the majority of Nevadans to policymaking is highlighted. In reality, 
the government apparatus of Las Vegas is geographically located further away than the 
metropolitan areas of Los Angeles and Phoenix. While video conferencing is available for citizens 
in Southern Nevada to testify and communicate with legislators in Carson City during the 
legislative session, the impact is not viewed to be as powerful. An elected representative noted:  
I think that also the legislature not being in Southern Nevada, the session not being held 
here, I think that sometimes that muscle from the north out muscles the support and the 
numbers from the south because if you look at our population here, we’re really 
representing the majority of our state in this area, but they’re the least informed and the 
least involved sometimes on these policy discussions and hear very little about it; yet, in 
the north all the troops come out. It’s not the same to see a swarm of folks up there in your 
face versus people trying to support your policy discussions or initiative via a screen; it’s 
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just not the same impact. I feel that sometimes that also can negatively impact the course 
of where your conversation or how it’s perceived as going; you have more of a challenge 
there. 
 
The persuasiveness of a coalition present in the room where policy decisions are being made was 
a key idea among policymakers. The access to the place of policymaking in Nevada is much harder 
to achieve for individuals living 400 miles away from the state capitol. While engaged citizens 
from Southern Nevada have access, they may not have the same impact. A legislator noted that in 
the case of AB 407, the proximity of dissenting coalitions to the state capitol was an asset to their 
political engagement.  
I think because President Johnson [UNR] is only a short drive, forty-five minutes away 
from Carson City, it was easy for him to get to my office and seek the meeting. And I just 
think that President Jessup [UNLV] being down here just relied on his government affairs 
team to be keeping him in the loop and apprised of anything that was happening.  
 
The level of accessibility to policymakers appears to be an important element of the citizen 
legislature environment for many respondents. One interviewee also suggested, “I think Nevada 
has done a good job of maintaining the ability of citizens to be active participants. Depending on 
your ability to be effective as an individual participant, I think you’ve got every opportunity to do 
so.” Availability of access for some participants, however, is easier and more convenient for 
individuals geographically situated near the state capitol. The physical distance to policy decisions 
is a core belief among policymakers, consistent with the data. Not only is Carson City far from 
Las Vegas, it is compositionally divergent. Carson City is the very smallest metropolitan statistical 
area in the United States (see Table 1.2), ranked 383 with just over 55,000 residents. The smallest 
MSA in the country remains the place where policy is decided for the 28th largest metropolitan 
region, Las Vegas.  
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Regionally Aligned Coalitions 
The result of changing policymaking dynamics and natural geographic differences within 
the state leads to regionally aligned coalition formation. As one researcher noted:  
Even though there was dissatisfaction within the rural counties about how co-op was being 
administered, there was an unwillingness of those folks to support a reorganization of it 
even though they might have benefitted from that in the long run. We may not like the way 
it’s going, but we certainly don’t want to change it; that was weird. But you had the nice 
thing in terms of Southern Nevada. You obviously had the Chamber of Commerce was 
supportive of it. You had the municipalities—the City of Las Vegas, Henderson and North 
Las Vegas—all testify. You had two sitting county commissioners testify in support of the 
general thrust of the legislation there because they, of course, had grown frustrated with 
cooperative extension because they’re the ones who were supposed to have the partnership 
with cooperative extension. The thirteen million dollars I mentioned a little while ago in 
county taxes collected from property taxes in the county are sitting in their accounts being 
unspent. Again, the exercise is useful for Southern Nevadans to connect across geography 
within this space and to sort of be unified in front of the legislature there, but that’s as far 
as it went.  
 
As the metropolitan revolution (Katz & Bradley, 2013) might suggest, the formation of 
the Southern Nevada coalition was a strong influence in the case study. Policymakers from various 
sectors joined together to support the bill measure because cooperative extension was framed as a 
resource to business, workforce, education, and the community in the initial presentation. 
Additionally, coalition formation in the State emerged in interesting ways in the context of the AB 
407 case study. Interestingly, the rural voice appeared averse to policy change, taking on a 
narrative that cooperative extension management was less than ideal from their world view, but 
any revision could lead to even worse management. As one legislator noted,  
I think there is a regional divide. I think that rurals in the northern part of the state tend to 
have this, almost I think, view of preservation because they are smaller; but yet, I would 
call that into question because the lifeline of the state is Southern Nevada, and so who is 
putting the most tax dollars in the coffers of the state? It is the hardworking lifeline here in 
Southern Nevada called the Strip and downtown and the amount of taxes we are collecting, 




This response supported the notion that some in the state were averse to policy change, assuming 
they were better off with the system they knew than the possible costs of reorganizing to an 
unknown system. In support of this theme, the Nevada Farm Bureau initially opposed the bill 
dividing the management of cooperative extension, but later testified in a neutral position toward 
the reaffirmation of land grant status and mainly the legislative audit of existing cooperative 
extension services.  
The division of voices between northern and southern Nevada was also viewed by 
policymakers as a predictable dynamic, both within the specific context of the case study but also 
the larger context of the state. One elected representative spoke to their beliefs on regionally 
aligned coalitions by stating:  
Oh, I think—look, I wholly believe—and I love my colleagues up north and I love my 
colleagues down south and I love my colleagues on the other side of the aisle and on my 
side of the aisle, but sometimes…It’s not an unknown fact in the state of Nevada, and I 
used to teach this, I used to hear it, sometimes the fights that occur are not always 
Republican versus Democrat; sometimes it’s just north versus south. I think this was one 
of those times where we actually saw the north exercising a little bit of power; they still 
had the governor who was at the time more of a northern guy. I mean, he’s down here in 
the south now, but he’s a northern guy and he had a lot of northern friends and they kind 
of said, “This is going to hurt the university. We probably should just put this on the back 
burner for now and wait and study this later on or talk about this—not study—but talk 
about it later on.” I think that’s what happened. That’s my gut reaction. I don’t know for 
sure. No one has ever really told me the whole story. He does have a little veto message 
that he says, “I’m vetoing it because of this.” There is some truth to that, but then there’s 
also the other story that sometimes doesn’t get out. I hadn’t heard much, but that was my 
gut reaction is that is just his friends in the north who said, “This is probably not good for 
us and we’ll do a better job keeping the status quo.”  
 
The preservation of the status quo is supported in Dahrendorf’s (1958) framing of policy conflict 
in sociology. As the advocacy coalitions formed in the particular case study, they formed along 
predictable lines – those seeking to maintain power versus those seeking to redistribute power. In 
the state of Nevada, those divisions also happen to predictably align regionally across a number of 
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different policy contexts. In response to inquiry about where policy conflict arises in the Nevada 
Legislature, a higher education researcher stated:  
It’s regional. It’s north-south. It’s also typically R and D; Republican and Democrat is one 
dimension of it. There is the national politics that divides parties and there is local branches 
of those parties and they fight a proxy battle that’s from the national level on all kinds of 
issues involving gay rights and gun control and things like that. Then on the side of the 
coin that’s about public investment, R and D are less important that N and S, north and 
south.  
 
The traditional policy divisions of partisan politics are compounded by a regional identity politic 
in Nevada. The same individual further described the dichotomy of division, by explaining how 
the regionally aligned coalitions are predictable in the policy reforms they support or oppose.  
[…] When you look at GOED, the Governor’s Office of Economic Development, or you 
look at infrastructure investment in roads, or you look at higher education expenditures in 
buildings and even the formula, which is only part of what explains how money is allocated 
in higher education because there are state dedicated resources that are separate, which 
UNR seems to secure the lion’s share of, especially in per capita terms, having a smaller 
student body but getting much more, a higher per capita share, I should say, of that money, 
you see that the main divide on what matters—roads, schools, economic development, 
incentives to companies to locate here—that’s north and south. The gun control and so on 
is to an extent north and south because the south is more Democratic, so it tends to be pro-
gun control; it tends to be pro-gay rights, pro-marijuana legalization; and so on, more so 
than the north. But there are northerners that are liberals and there are southerners that are 
conservatives, and so there is also a fight within each region. But when it comes to 
allocation of resources, the public is more remote from that decision making because it’s 
more technical; it’s left to legislators and it’s left to interest groups to lobby on that behalf. 
The north has just been so used to winning all that that it’s shocked anytime there is a 
discussion of an actual parity of expenditures.  
 
The above response supports a belief that division within the state is predictably divided either 
between North and South coalitions or Republican and Democratic coalitions depending on the 
type of policy issue. For example, Nevada’s northern and southern Democrats may be aligned by 
political party, but in state resource issues often find themselves voting against one another. In 
regard to AB 407, one respondent suggested, “if you divide the state by political party, there was 
absolutely nothing in the bill like gun control, women’s access to health facilities for safe and 
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secure abortions, and things like that. There was nothing like that in the bill. The only dimension 
that mattered here, if you choose to focus on, was north versus south.” The idea that policy areas 
dealing with issues of ethical or moral constitution (e.g. LGBTQ rights, gun rights, etc.) are divided 
along bipartisan political lines is consistent with policymaking at the level of the federal 
government. Absent a moral dimension, the idea that policy areas concerning public investment 
divide predictably along regional, north south divisions in the state of Nevada is a unique 
contribution to our understanding of advocacy coalition formation and public policy. For this 
reason, these narratives support a deep core level of policy beliefs – those that are transcendent, 
normative, and hegemonic beliefs that define the vision of a given territorial scope in policy 
(Kubler, 2001).  
Policy Core: UNR-Managed Cooperative Extension versus UNR/UNLV Joint 
Management 
The policy discourse surrounding AB 407 in particular focused on the tension between 
maintaining the status of quo of UNR-managed cooperative extension for the entire state, versus a 
regionally divided management of cooperative extension between UNR and UNLV. Narrative 
arguments within the policy core focused on the reasons to bring forward this proposal in the first 
place. Mainly, policymakers felt that the mission of cooperative extension, the diversity of 
Southern Nevada, and the fiscal responsibility to taxpayers were contributing factors in the 
presentation of the initial version of AB 407. 
Fulfilling the Cooperative Extension Mission 
For those in favor of AB 407, the mission of cooperative extension was perceived to be 
limited by the existing management structure. From their perspective, the historical context of 
cooperative extension based in agricultural and mechanical arts was being followed too closely, 
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thereby missing the mark on extending the broad resources of the university to serve the 
community in line with the intent of land grant universities and the codified mission of Nevada’s 
cooperative extensions (Nevada Revised Statute, NRS 549.010). Opposed to AB 407, an elected 
representative spoke to the good work being done by cooperative extension and the worry that 
change would result in harm to those programs, stating:  
I have always really believed in the land grant status of UNR and personally know what 
good work cooperative extension has done. Going as far back to my childhood, the 
cooperative extension really helped the farmers out in the northern valleys here, my family 
among them, learn how to do drip irrigation and learn about drought-tolerant plants and 
learn how to build greenhouses. From my childhood experiences, cooperative extension 
has been huge in our community, like I could see the good work that they had done. Any 
attempts to sort of change that I just personally did not think was a good idea, and so that 
is my first gut reaction is that I was not in favor of that bill from the beginning.  
 
The traditional, historical view of the mission of cooperative extension is illuminated in this 
response. The respondent believed heavily in the mission of the land grant extending the 
agricultural and mechanical sciences to counties as the principle goal of cooperative extension. 
However, others noted that cooperative extension services serve different missions in urban 
counties while still upholding the core mission to extend the services of the university and 
cooperate with the community. Consistent with the interview data, the desire to leave UNR in 
place as the sole manager of cooperative extension services showcases an adherence to a “One 
Nevada” ideology; in other words, those opposed to AB 407 suggested UNR is most capable of 
delivering the mission of cooperative extension because it has always done so. Claims from the 
dominant advocacy coalition that UNR was doing an appropriate job administering cooperative 
extension ignores the technical evidence that the majority of the state – Southern Nevada and the 
rural communities (AB 16, 2017) – were being underserved by UNR’s management of the 
statewide resource. A city official noted:  
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Because the reality of cooperation extension is you take the assets of the university, you 
take the investment that’s being made, or the portion that’s being subsidized from the state 
to the university, and somehow that has to pass back down. You can’t just have professors 
over there that are studying how long a snail can slide down a razor before it cuts itself. 
Does a starfish feel pain? That stuff doesn’t really help elevate the community. Any touch 
points where you can utilize the university and utilize the scholars there and the students 
there to raise the community; that’s what cooperative extension should be doing. It 
shouldn’t be trying to teach cultivation in the middle of the most arid place in the country. 
I mean, there’s other things that it should be doing. That was something right away that we 
kind of gravitated to and it was very easy for the city to gravitate to it, saying, “Hey, wait,” 
by not using this money at a time where a lot of our residents were losing our houses, when 
a lot of businesses were shutting their doors. You’re like, “Wait. You mean there could 
have actually been some help?” That became very real for the city. 
 
The mission of cooperative extension was also viewed unfavorably by individuals not conforming 
to either dominant advocacy coalition in this particular policy conflict. An individual representing 
a community organization suggested: 
I think we continue to struggle with UNR and the fact that UNR is moving away from what 
we believe to be a sound practicing land grant university; that the administration seems to 
be happy about the designation when it comes to cashing checks, but they may not be quite 
as interested when it comes to doing the work that land grant universities are supposed to 
do. Part of the land grant university system is including agricultural research and education 
and cooperative extension into their bundle of services that are delivered. We recently, in 
the last several years there’s been an effort for the university administration to sell off the 
main stationed agricultural research facility in Reno, or portions of it, because they are 
trying to build more buildings up on the campus. They’re looking at that agricultural 
research center more as a distant cash machine than they are at it in terms of what it should 
be doing relative to ag research, and so that’s part of our concern.  
 
In this quote, the individual suggests that UNR is achieving neither an urban cooperative 
extension, nor a rural cooperative extension mission. The belief of the individual is that UNR 
claims its status as the land grant (and thereby the role of manager of cooperative extension) but 
does not deliver what the rural communities expect even in its core mission of agriculture. For 
cooperative extensions located in urban counties, Nasoz, Lang, and Brown (2016) note that the 
“challenges facing urban communities requires cooperative extensions to collaborate and form 
partnerships to leverage resources and expertise” (p. 5). In urban counties in other states, 
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University of Missouri cooperative extension offers co-funded business and economic 
development training in partnership with four-year and two-year colleges, University of Florida 
cooperative extension partners with faculty at non-land grant state universities to explore drone 
technology in citrus research and water issues in urban areas, and University of Maryland 
cooperative extension offers health forums and programs with partner universities even beyond 
the state of Maryland (i.e. Virginia Tech, West Virginia, Penn State, and Delaware) (Nasoz, Lang, 
& Brown, 2016). These innovative partnerships highlight the possibilities for cooperative 
extension in urban counties, not limited to land grant status designation, but rather expanded to 
embrace university capacities that meet important local needs in dynamic urban places.  
Serving Diversity of Southern Nevada 
Proponents of AB 407 offered arguments justifying their policy core beliefs that UNLV 
should be given the opportunity to manage cooperative extension in the southern counties of the 
state. Legislators mentioned a number of motivating factors for bringing forth AB 407 to regionally 
manage cooperative extension. One elected representative stated:  
It just felt like I was carrying, I don’t know, the weight on my shoulders of all of this 
adversarial—how should I say it?—just opposition on my shoulders. It’s okay, though. We 
knew we were doing it in the right mindset, saying, how can we be more nimble, more 
efficient, more attentive and more on point to meet the needs and demands of a growing 
urban core, which is Southern Nevada.  
 
Unresponsiveness to the unique needs of Southern Nevada’s diverse population was frequently 
mentioned as a reason to regionally distribute the management of cooperative extension. In 
describing their reasoning for bringing AB 407 to the public form, one legislator cited “the lack of 
responsiveness and also awareness of, I think, including a diverse community; that there are other 
needs we need to look at. We are very diverse in Las Vegas in terms of cultural representation or 
minority groups. How culturally responsive was our programming as well to those needs.” The 
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composition of leadership within the cooperative extension unit in Clark County was another area 
of concern for policymakers. An individual representing a community organization stated,  
I had periodically been talking to the Hispanic Caucus members about the difference that 
a well-run co-op extension could make in Southern Nevada; that the resources were being 
hogged up by UNR and were disproportionately into agricultural programs and senior 
programs, and that co-op extension really did not respond to demographic changes. I had 
in the past tried to talk to co-op extension down here. They elected a director who is 
basically a white Mormon whose biggest fans are from Logandale, very unresponsive to 
needs of the Latino community. I think they only had one Latino bilingual employee in the 
whole co-op extension down here.  
 
The response points to a frustration in representation Southern Nevada. The lack of control speaks 
to the dynamics described by the Cooley Doctrine – a contrasting legal philosophy to Dillon’s Rule 
which posits an inherent right to local autonomy and self-determination (McBain, 1916). In 
essence, the Cooley Doctrine offers a legal precedent for Home Rule. As a strict Dillon’s Rule 
state, Nevada leaders in the south feel the pressures of control by the governmental apparatus; 
operating under the assumption that the metropolitan region has no independent authority unless 
explicitly granted said authority by the state legislature is the reason why AB 407 made its way to 
the Nevada Legislature in 2017. Underlying this policy landscape is a policy core belief that 
Southern Nevadans are best able to determine the needs of Southern Nevadans.  
Fiscal Responsibility 
The narrative strategy of financial impact is one that has worked well in Nevada in recent 
legislative sessions. In 2013, policymakers were successful in the creation of the UNLV School of 
Medicine by sharing technical evidence that predicted an increase of 1.2 billion dollars annually 
of economic impact for the state and add 8,000 jobs to the region by the year 2030 (Tripp Umbach, 
2013). Using a similar financial impact strategy, policymakers introduced and supported the value 
of AB 407 by leaning on the technical evidence that a 13-million-dollar surplus sat unprogrammed 
in Clark County’s cooperative extension budget during the Great Recession. This was a major 
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piece of motivating evidence for moving the conversation on cooperative extension forward during 
the 2017 Nevada Legislature. One legislator described the tensions by stating:  
There was resistance and I should have seen it. I thought, again, that they would see that 
this was great and maybe this is what we need. It wasn’t just one cycle, one political cycle, 
one term. It was several years that we were building up millions of dollars in reserve, which 
reserve is good to have, but I think it’s mandated that you have less than five percent reserve 
and what we had down here was much greater than five percent reserve, if I’m not 
mistaken, millions and millions of dollars that we’re just kind of leaving on the table and 
not really spending them and actually doing something to boost the economy, help students 
get some job experience, do some research. There are a variety of things that we could have 
been using that money for. There was a fledgling wine industry going on in Pahrump. There 
was probably a lot of opportunities missed when we could have done farm to table 
experimentation, rooftop farming in urban areas, like Las Vegas, where restaurants could 
use a lot of the products that were being made. There’s a lot of these things we could have 
been doing. 
 
The fiscal responsibility of spending money in surplus was the narrative with the most bipartisan 
support. Both Democratic and Republican legislators in Southern Nevada saw the disadvantage of 
not spending the funds available. Importantly, the surplus funds were a major element of the 
conversation because the dollars could not be spent anywhere other than Clark County. An 
administrator and researcher in higher education described the existing operation of cooperative 
extension by stating:  
The other thing is it fails to expend the resources that this large county is able to produce 
through even a tiny, little fraction of land taxes, and a county as large as Clark produces 
several million dollars a year, and they’ve never been able to program the money because 
it would require them actually caring about what happens in Southern Nevada and they’ve 
been incapable of doing that and that’s why they run large surpluses, because they can’t 
take the money back to UNR.  
 
The land-locked nature of the financial resources was an important factor for policymakers in 
bringing forward AB 407. Southern Nevada policymakers and legislators saw a multi-million-
dollar resource that could only be spent in Southern Nevada, but a prevailing power structure 
prevented their ability to control the resource. The underlying assumption in this narrative suggests 
that although it is inherently difficult for a region over 400 miles away to understand the needs of 
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a place like Las Vegas, the existing structure validated UNR as a more competent and capable 
manager of the resource. An elected representative reviewed their understanding of the fiscal 
aspects of AB 407 by stating:  
What we have is a system where money is collected in different counties. The money that’s 
collected in Clark County has to be spent in Clark County. We were accumulating millions 
of dollars and not spending it. You can’t do that. The money is collected for the purpose of 
being spent and being spent on increasing programs, putting more money into existing 
programs or creating new programs, and really serving purpose, and we hadn’t been doing 
that. If we need to force somebody to do that, then let’s do that. 
 
In its initial form, the arguments against AB 407 were largely concentrated around beliefs that the 
existing structure of cooperative extension management was not working to its fullest. The fiscal 
evidence of the surplus was a particular powerful element in showing the underperformance of 
cooperative extension as a statewide asset. To refute the legitimacy of these claims, a number of 
secondary beliefs – those aimed to address elements that contribute to policy enactment – emerged 
in the policy environment. They are presented in the section that follows.  
Secondary: UNR as the University of Nevada versus UNLV as Co-Equal Branch 
The secondary beliefs associated with this bill were primarily the source of confusion and 
misinterpretation in the case study. The instrumental beliefs associated with renegotiating the 
management of cooperative extension in Nevada brought forth a number of nonfactual narratives 
that clouded the policy environment. Of the incorrect information that emerged, each piece of 
misinformation seemed to question the larger dynamic of institutional status within the state. The 
narratives below created tension between the belief that the University of Nevada, Reno held a 
privileged status in the state, and the belief that UNLV and UNR are co-equal branches of the 
University of Nevada and should therefore be treated equally. A researcher and lobbyist noted that 
the myths associated with AB 407 were less convincing to the policymakers.  
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There was no confusion within the legislature. Let me just say that this idea caught hold, 
and I don’t remember what the vote was. But the legislature continues to be southern 
dominated and certainly the southern legislators both from north and south quickly figured 
out what the issue was and what the solution proposed by AB407 was, a sensible solution. 
There was no confusion in the legislature, okay? We had a lot of problems with NSHE and 
a lot of problems with the internal apparatus of extension. Then these two folks, these two 
stakeholders were able to convince the governor to veto the bill. There was no confusion. 
In terms of policy the legislature was like, yes, it makes sense. 
 
In this response, the frustration with misinterpretations of the intent of the bill begins to be 
highlighted. The respondent notes that the two primary stakeholders in opposition behind the 
scenes were individuals governing or administrating the system of higher education and 
individuals within the internal apparatus of extension administration and staff. Ultimately this 
respondent felt that the false narratives emerging from these two stakeholder groups in opposition 
of AB 407 were powerful enough to sway Governor Sandoval’s decision on the bill. Additional 
secondary beliefs that confused the policy core beliefs are presented below. 
Who determines land grant status? 
The question of how land grant status is determined emerged as individuals opposed to 
AB 407’s original intent (to divide management of cooperative extension) refuted UNLV’s 
authorization to manage cooperative extension. Questioning how land grant status is determined 
was prevalent in the Senate meeting minutes and in interview accounts. One higher education 
researcher suggested: 
The biggest misinformation that was there was about—in order to administer a program a 
cooperative extension you have to have, quote-unquote, land grant status, you have to be 
part of the land grant institution. UNR has seen itself as the exclusive holders of the land 
grant. In their opinion, therefore, they were the only ones who could administer it. 
Certainly, UNR does have a long history of working with the Department of Agriculture 
on these programs because they’ve been the administrator since they’re the older institution 
there. Their take was that in order for UNLV even to be allowed to do this, they would 
have to go get essentially at some point an act of Congress declaring themselves as an 
entirely unique land grant institution, which was completely at odds with NSHE’s own 
legal interpretations, the Nevada Attorney General’s interpretations, the plain reading of 




Opponents of AB 407 confused the initial intent of the bill by offering secondary beliefs that 
questioned the authorities responsible for designating land grant status altogether. As noted in the 
interviewee’s response, one way that opponents confused the policy debate was to suggest that an 
act of the federal government (Congress) would be necessary to name UNLV as part of the land 
grant in Nevada. This narrative stuck throughout hearings in the Senate education committee, 
despite the fact that the Legislative Council Bureau (LCB) consistently upheld that the State of 
Nevada was responsible for designating which institutions belonged to the land grant. Given the 
progression of the Nevada Revised Statute over time to indicate that the land grant was situated 
with the seat of the Chancellor of the Nevada System of Higher Education, AB 407 ultimately 
sought to simply reaffirm in law what had already been known to NSHE lawyers and the LCB.  
Additionally, the role of the Board of Regents was noted by respondents as a confusing 
aspect of the policy environment surrounding AB 407. An individual representing a community 
organization suggested,  
I believe that the Board of Regents needs to be more responsible to constituents, and I 
believe that the Board of Regents’ constituency is not the institutions themselves. You 
basically have the Board of Regents operating to satisfy what either UNR or UNLV’s 
leadership is trying to accomplish. I think the real constituents, as far as citizens, that’s 
immaterial because I don’t think there’s any relationship between constituencies of Nevada 
citizens and the higher education system whatsoever. 
 
In the specific case of AB 407, the Board of Regents were virtually absent from the policy 
dynamic. Nevertheless, many interviewees felt Regents had a responsibility to engage on this 
particular policy conflict. The policy landscape of AB 407 dealt both with the impact of higher 
education on the citizens on Nevada, as well as the dynamics of higher education governance 
between the two branches of the University of Nevada. In both aspects, the Regents’ authority and 
responsibilities assumed a response. With that key stakeholder voice missing, a city official noted: 
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Once again, you had people in the south playing by the rules and people in the north not 
playing by the rules. You saw that clearly whenever you saw—there is supposed to only 
be one lobbyist for higher ed, a system lobbyist. But all the sudden you had all these 
lobbyists that were helping UNR make the case on their cooperative extension. You’re like, 
“Wait. How is this possible? I thought you only had one.” 
 
Per their own policies, the Nevada System of Higher Education prevents individuals from lobbying 
on behalf of their college or university, and instead allows designated lobbyists from the NSHE to 
lobby on behalf of all post-secondary institutions in the state. Faculty that wish to testify on behalf 
of a piece of legislation must submit their testimony as a private citizen, and university presidents 
are not allowed to testify on behalf of the institutions they lead (Coolican, 2013). Nevertheless, the 
interviewee suggests that unequal treatment was found in the AB 407 case, where a number of 
university administrators that opposed the bill (UNR President, Marc Johnson; UNR Executive 
Vice President and Provost, Kevin Carman; and UNR Director of Cooperative Extension, Mark 
Walker) were permitted to testify in opposition of AB 407 in public comment. As one lobbyist 
described:  
I have looked at some of the—and this moves more into the designation of the land grant 
university system, and I’ve read some of the formation of the paperwork that goes with the 
connection of Nevada’s land grant university. I think there is an argument to be made that 
actually the land grant university designee is actually the Board of Regents in the higher 
education system, and that just because of tradition and because UNR was created first, it 
became the recipient of the status of land grant university by virtue of it was the first 
university in the system. I think that really, in my opinion, the Board of Regents have a 
role and a responsibility in working through some of these conflicts of preventing the 
divisions between what’s in the best of UNR and what’s in the best interest of UNLV from 
going into the legislative process. As a lobbyist, my belief is the worst place to solve any 
problem is in the Nevada Legislature, and that really if you can avoid—the only place 
worse probably is a courtroom, and sometimes that’s not any better. 
 
As reviewed in Table 5.2, the statutory evolution of land grant status in the state does in fact show 
that “The seat of the State University, as described in Section 4 of Article 11 of the Constitution 
of the State of Nevada, is located at the Office of the Chancellor of the Nevada System of Higher 
Education.” (Nevada Revised Statute, NRS 396.010). At the time of this analysis, the Chancellor 
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of the Nevada System of Higher Education possesses the legal authority via Nevada Revised 
Statute to clarify and designate the land grant status of post-secondary institutions in the state. 
Most importantly – and as indicated in by the response of the lobby.   ist above – the Chancellor 
and the Regents with their constitutionally and statutorily designated privileges could have 
designated land grant status outside the boundaries of the Nevada Legislature. Instead, they chose 
to remain silent while policymakers worked to dispel the narrative myths.  
Is UNLV a Land Grant Institution?  
The final iteration of AB 407 sought to reaffirm what was already known in Nevada 
Revised Statute, reaffirmed by Attorney General opinion, and supported by the Legislative Council 
Bureau: that UNLV was a component of Nevada’s land grant institution. The designation, while 
seemingly trivial, was even more significant at the time of the 2017 Nevada Legislature as UNLV 
and UNR were both working to achieve Carnegie “R1” research status. In addition to access to 
manage cooperative extension services, universities with land grant status also have access to 
federal grant dollars for research and development; the amount of sponsored research occurring at 
a university is a key metric for Carnegie Classification. Despite this, a number of participants in 
the policy environment continued to debate the status of UNLV, questioning if UNLV had the 
authority to run the program, if UNLV was really an extension of UNR, and if UNLV was a land 
grant university. The recognition that the policy landscape was focused both on cooperative 
extension services but also the larger discussion of land grant status was clear among 
policymakers. An elected representative noted: 
We’re talking about the cooperative extension, which is run by UNR and it’s a land grant 
college. We believe that they were able to administer the cooperative extension because of 
their land grant status, but we are, too, in a sense because we’re an extension of UNR, at 
least that’s the way Assemblywoman Diaz and I perceived it. We felt like, well, why don’t 
we suggest splitting the responsibilities up? UNR can take much of the north and continue 
to run the programs there, spending the money in those jurisdictions, and then we would 
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take I think it was essentially Clark County, Nye County, I think, and then maybe Panaca 
and those areas over there, a little closer to home, so to speak. That was the objective on 
that one and I fully believed in it and thought that was probably the better—I thought that 
UNR would even look at it and go, “Oh, exactly, I think this is even better because it’s hard 
for us to get down there and really administer.” I really felt like everybody would get 
onboard on this; I was wrong. 
 
For individuals in favor of AB 407 it was clear to them in both the first and final iterations 
of the bill that UNLV held the requisite status to administer cooperative extension services. As 
illuminated in the interviewee’s response, the splitting up of responsibilities was not being 
requested to grant a status to UNLV that did not already exist. Rather, AB 407 at its policy core 
was a logical division of labor that might unburden a single unit of the land grant from the 
responsibility of programming the entire state. Other interviewees spoke to the understanding of 
the underlying dynamics of land grant status as well. As one lobbyist suggested:  
We had lots of state leaders that didn’t really understand the dynamics of not just 
cooperative extension but the dynamic of land-grant institutions. And I’m not going to say 
it’s intentional misinformation being promulgated, but there is significant misinformation 
that’s spreading around on the issue and it still exists. I’ve had conversations with some 
regarding that legislation and they had total misunderstanding about what the state statute 
says with regard to particularly—I mean, the real issue is not so much cooperative 
extension. I think you probably understand that. It’s the land-grant institution portion of 
that. As I talked to legislators and leaders at UNR, I don’t think they’re necessarily 
promulgating misinformation. I think it’s what they’ve been instructed, and so that’s what 
they believe and it’s just really not accurate. What that legislation did, I think, was bring 
that issue to a head in a way that became pretty evident where people’s prejudices lie. 
 
From the perspective of the lobbyist it appeared that the misinformation generated in this narrative 
was in response to a powerful belief in UNR’s status as the original land grant institution. For the 
opposed coalition, the institutionalized nature of their status was immovable in the policy 
environment. Others elaborated on the frustration over the confusions surrounding land grant 
status. A higher education researcher suggested:  
The frustrating part was the amount of misinformation that was given by representatives 
of UNR about what the land grant meant, their claims about what the program was and was 
not doing, their claims about partnerships that did not exist with UNLV, and to their credit 
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they [UNR] had very successfully sort of packed the hearing rooms with advocates who 
wanted to preserve the status quo. The irony, of course, is that the rural counties were quite 
upset about cooperative extensions functioning as well and they had pushed a bill in the 
session through Nevada Association of Counties, but they would not sign on to our bill; 
they would not support AB407, Olivia Diaz’s bill I should say. That part was challenging 
and there was a lot of frustration by the legislators themselves listening to this stuff 
knowing that they’re not being told the truth; when they’re asking for documents, taking a 
long time to get that information. It was basically a run-out-the-clock game. If we create 
this uncertainty, the session will end and this issue will go away. 
 
For those opposed to AB 407, acknowledging UNLV as a land grant institution was a form of 
disrupting the status quo in a way that might alter the existing structures of power and control. 
Narratives about the good work that UNR was doing managing cooperative extension in the state 
were provided as a reason not to change the existing structure. However, supporters of AB 407 
saw the passionate discourse in opposition as a tactic to run out the clock on the issue.  
Acknowledging UNLV as a land grant would strip money from UNR  
A number of narratives from the advocacy coalition opposed to AB 407 made false 
assertions that passing the bill to reaffirm land grant status would have negative financial 
implications for UNR. Even after the bill no longer contained a fiscal note, nor language about 
dividing cooperative extension management regionally, a number of narratives emerged about the 
financially detrimental impacts to the North. These included the division of funds for cooperative 
extension budgets, as well as the narrative that individuals currently employed by cooperative 
extension would lose their jobs.  
From the introduction of AB 407, the fiscal implications of the bill were acknowledged. 
Nevertheless, misconceptions about the financial impacts appeared in the policy discourse. A 
higher education administrator and researcher noted:  
The president of the southern institution said that he had within his budget the resources to 
provide the staff to administer with no additional charge to the state, with no expectation 
the state would provide any additional resources. He had the resources on his own to 
account for the administrative role that you would see for the co-op extension branch in 
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the south. Plus, there’s a surplus. It’s not as if this is a starved resource. In fact, we under 
expended. This is one of the rare cases where in government the threat is always that you’ll 
have an over expenditure; you’ll spend too much on psychiatric institutions; you’ll spend 
too much on roads; you’ll spend too much on everything in public safety, and so on. This 
is an area where we’re actually under spending, so there really wasn’t any risk that this 
would run into any fiscal problem. But they sent it to the money committee because the 
forces that were trying to kill it love to do it because people say, well, what are the fiscal 
implications? 
 
The fiscal note assigned to AB 407 certainly impacted the progress made during the session, given 
the already strained time constraints of the 120-day session. The decision to alter the bill to a 
reaffirmation of land grant status was made in order to move something through the Nevada 
legislative process before the clock expired. As a result, the cooperative extension management 
issue was replaced with the non-fiscal impact of a statutory reaffirmation. As one elected official 
noted “it was all challenge […] it was an uphill battle the whole entire time.”  
Working this bill through the legislative process, I received visits from the president of 
UNR, Marc Johnson, and through the hearing process as the opposition grew and even the 
employees from Southern Nevada were basically—this is my assumption here—I think 
they were rallied to also testify in opposition out of basically saying, they’re going to 
eliminate your jobs; you’re not going to have a job anymore. I think a lot of pressure was 
applied for people to come out of the woodwork against it. I feel that many of those players 
that were in the space, coming to my office, testifying against it, and I don’t know how 
involved the regents were in behind the scenes, I think that they all went to lobby the 
governor heavily on why he should—even though it went through. 
 
The financial impacts of the bill continued to be a sticking point, long after the fiscal note 
was removed in the final iteration of the bill. The narrative that jobs would be cut was powerful in 
the public discourse even after cooperative extension management was removed from the language 
of the bill. In the final Senate hearings of AB 407 – when only land grant status and an audit was 
under consideration – individuals employed by cooperative extension testified under the belief that 
their jobs were at risk. This financial uncertainty, although incompatible with the final iteration of 
the bill, was a powerful misconception that added much confusion to the policy landscape. Despite 
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this, the bill passed with bipartisan support in both the Assembly and Senate, and was delivered to 
Governor Sandoval’s desk to sign into law before sine die of the 2017 Nevada legislative session.  
Risks associated with AB407 
By the time the bill reached Governor Sandoval’s final approval, bill sponsors and legislators 
assumed it would be signed into law because it met the requisite conditions set forth by the 
governor himself. One legislator recounted:  
For that session the mantra from the Governor’s Office was, if it’s heavily partisan, I am 
going to veto the bill. We were able to pick up some Republicans on both sides, granted 
not a huge number, but we did get some Republicans to support us and vote for it. The co-
sponsorship, the folks who were supportive in voting for it, I would have thought it would 
have also had some considerable weight, and at the end of the day the governor did decide 
to veto that bill. I just think that an intensive lobbying effort from UNR especially happened 
and got it killed. 
 
The bipartisan effort formed around both the initial and final version of AB 407 was an important 
aspect of the case. The bill was ultimately cosponsored by a Democratic assemblywoman and 
republican senator from Southern Nevada. As such, Southern Nevada legislators felt that they were 
playing by the rules established by Governor Sandoval in bringing forth a bill both sponsored and 
voted for with bipartisan support. Nevertheless, the misconceptions about how land grant status 
was determined, the status of UNLV as a land grant institution, and the financial misinterpretations 
of the bill intent, were powerful enough to produce a discourse that there were too many potential 
risks to enact policy change. As one researcher recalled: 
That was another form of frustration when the governor opted to veto the bill. And at this 
point the division of administration of cooperative extension had been stripped out of that 
bill. It essentially asked for land grant status to clarify who was eligible, which would have 
been UNLV, UNR, and DRI put that in NRS plainly, and then also to require an audit of 
cooperative extension. Governor Sandoval vetoed that. His veto message, one might read 
that to suggest that he hadn’t actually read the bill because everything that was in the veto 
was about the earlier version of the legislation, so it appeared that he vetoed the wrong bill, 
and that of course was quite frustrating as well. If you’re going to veto a bill, at least know 




Those opposed to AB 407 in its final iteration still seemed to feel that the risks associated with 
passing the bill outweighed the benefits. One legislator recalled:  
I remember hearing good arguments about where the money was being spent and there is 
this pool of money sitting there and it’s not being used on the south. I remember 
sympathizing with a lot of the pieces that were being talked about, but then in the final 
language I think it was more about we want to make sure that UNR and cooperative 
extension are not harmed because what they do do is really good, and then we couldn’t see 
that that change would not harm them.  
 
The narrative supports the notion that some still felt uneasy about the harm that would be caused 
by the bill, despite the fact that the final version of the bill had nothing to do with the division of 
cooperative extension management. The opposition indicated that preserving the status of UNR 
and cooperative extension in its existing form was more important than addressing the multi-
million-dollar surplus via legislative audit. The uniqueness of this particular case study is 
highlighted in the desire to hold UNR harmless in the discussion of a statewide asset even when 
the harm was mischaracterized and counter to technical evidence.  
Despite the numerous arguments in opposition to AB 407, policymakers were successful 
in delivering the legislation to the Governor. But Governor Sandoval’s veto message of AB 407 
(see Appendix D) paints a picture of a bill that would have caused more harm than benefit to the 
state. In his message, Governor Sandoval states:  
It is unclear what AB 407 would achieve other than a division of scarce federal funding. 
There is even some dispute as to whether individual states, rather than Congress, can make 
any determinations with respect to land grant designation. As such, if AB 407 were 
approved, Nevada could risk harming a system that has been working for over a century 
without any guarantee that such a seismic change would improve programs and not dilute 
them. (Appendix D, para. 9) 
 
Governor Sandoval’s veto statement exemplifies the power of policy discourse in Nevada. In the 
statement he speaks to nonfactual risks related to funding divisions, the determination of land grant 
status, and proclaims the good being done by the existing structure while ignoring the issues with 
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programmatic funding in Clark County cooperative extension. While found in the policy narratives 
in opposition to AB 407, the risks mentioned by the Governor are not reflected in the final iteration 
of the bill.  
The tactic of misinformation surrounding AB 407 was successful in swaying the 
Governor; the myths associated with the implementation of this policy were too powerful and 
persuasive to dispel in the end. What it took to defeat the metropolitan revolution in the case of 
AB 407 was profound. Ultimately, opponents went to great lengths to confuse the policy narratives 
surrounding the bill. As a result, the Governor submitted to public record a veto letter with 
numerous nonfactual claims about the proposed policy actions outlined in AB 407. 
Summary 
The findings presented in this chapter illustrate the utility of advocacy coalition 
framework in the analysis of metropolitan regionalism and policy conflict. A semi-structured 
interview protocol is used to illuminate the prominent narrative themes surrounding the policy 
discussions on AB 407 during the 2017 Nevada Legislature. An important aspect of ACF is 
illuminated through the data presentation: in the absence of technical information, policy actors 
tend to rely on their beliefs for information. In the current case study, a plethora of technical 
information was available, but seemingly ignored or misinterpreted by policy actors. This supports 
the idea that “coalitions can suppress or ignore evidence that is inconsistent with their beliefs” 
(Ritter et al., 2018, p. 1544). This occurred in the case of AB 407, as quantitative technical 
evidence in the form of financial information and technical research (e.g. findings of The Lincy 
Institute reports; the evidence of a 13-million-dollar surplus; etc.) was actively dismissed because 
the information did not align with the beliefs of the opposed coalition. This played out in the 
misinterpretation of legal knowledge and evidence of land grant status in the state of Nevada. As 
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a result, these findings suggest important insights about policymaking in Nevada. The implications 




CHAPTER 7: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION  
Summary Of The Study 
The purpose of this study was to illuminate the dynamics of metropolitan policymaking 
in the state of Nevada, and particularly how attempts to achieve metropolitan regionalism are 
challenged at the level of the Nevada Legislature. Attempts to regionalize at the metropolitan level 
are challenged when coalitions are averse to policy change and changing the status quo that 
privileges them. Using the existing research on state-level governance and metropolitan policy, 
this study aimed to determine if the combination of these important bodies of literature might 
reveal new insights for scholars and policy makers.  
Focusing on the Las Vegas metropolitan region in particular, this study explored the 
following research questions:  
RQ1: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact state-level policymaking? 
RQ2: In what ways does metropolitan regionalism impact Nevada’s higher education 
landscape?  
RQ3: What strategies do policymakers use to advocate for metropolitan regionalism at the 
Nevada Legislature?  
Theoretical frameworks of cultural geography and sociological conflict theory offer a lens for 
answering these questions and exploring the complex policy dynamics found in Nevada’s public 
policy landscape. The background of cultural geography explains the cultural divisions that appear 
within states, and sociology explains how predictable groups form in conflict concerning the 
disruption of the status quo. Together, these add to our understanding of the utility of advocacy 
coalition framework, in cases where regionally divided coalitions engage in policy conflict that 
seeks to change the status quo.  
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Using advocacy coalition framework, the researcher conducted a comprehensive 
qualitative case study analysis and semi structured interviews. A total of 12 key individuals in 
Nevada policymaking participated in in-depth interviews; their contributions illuminated the 
beliefs held by policymakers in the state and triangulated the data publicly available.  
Data analysis revealed the three levels of policy beliefs present within advocacy coalitions 
in the 2017 Nevada Legislature. The deep core belief presented itself in the tension between a 
consolidated versus regionalized Nevada. The policy core belief was present in the tension to 
maintain the status quo of UNR-managed cooperative extension versus regionally based 
management of cooperative extension shared between UNLV and UNR. The secondary beliefs in 
the case study revealed tension about UNR’s status as the sole-land grant institution, versus 
UNLV’s co-equal status in the University of Nevada system. Together, these levels of beliefs, and 
the narratives that emerged to frame them, offer a valuable explanation for the dynamics of public 
policy in the state of Nevada, and in growing, diverse metropolitan regions in states with 
conflicting cultural differences. 
Research Implications 
A number of research implications exist from the findings of the present study. This study 
contributes to a larger understanding of the role of cooperative extension services in metropolitan 
regions, the dynamics of metropolitan policymaking at the level of state government, and the 
importance of metropolitan regionalism in achieving the metropolitan revolution.   
Metropolitan Policymaking, Regionalism, and Revolution 
This research offers a number of important insights for policymaking in metropolitan areas. 
Las Vegas is revealed as an exemplar case study for the exploration of cities within state policy 
dynamics. The story of Las Vegas in the face of economic downturn is an important addition to 
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the research literature on metropolitan policy. The changing dynamics of density and diversity beg 
consideration of Las Vegas in the larger scheme of the metropolitan revolution. The city has proven 
itself flexible and resilient in responding to growth and change in its first 120 years. This is a point 
of the city's cultural identity; the Las Vegas Strip has demolished and rebuilt countless hotel and 
casino properties over the decades to make way for new and innovative opportunities. In this way, 
Las Vegas is resilient - able to honor its past and quickly adapt to the future that lies ahead.  
What has been less understood is the way that Las Vegas has thrived and remained relevant 
in the American cultural identity, while interfacing with a relatively challenging state government 
apparatus. This research offers a theoretical framework for exploring policymaking in the state. 
The thesis of the metropolitan revolution (Katz & Bradley, 2013) resonates with the present 
policymaking environment in Las Vegas. But unlike other metropolitan regions that simply 
acknowledged the failure of the Federal government to protect their best interests, policymakers 
in metropolitan Las Vegas doubly recognized the failure of state government to protect the best 
interests of 75 percent of Nevada residents. 
This study paints a portrait of the Las Vegas metropolitan revolution, delayed. The reason 
Las Vegas was not poised to initiate its metropolitan revolution at the same time as other American 
metropolitan regions post-recession is a symptom of the region’s unpreparedness for the Great 
Recession in the first place. At the time of the Great Recession, more mature metropolitan regions 
had grown to scale over several decades, and possessed the structural aspects of governance, 
autonomy, economic diversification, and leadership to recover. For Las Vegas, it took the Great 
Recession to finally realize the need to bring questions of governance, leadership, economic 
diversification and metropolitan autonomy into the public forum. The external shock of the 
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economic downturn was the final straw for metropolitan leaders, which led to watershed moments 
of regionalized policymaking at a scale previously not undertaken by the State.  
This research also contributes to the understanding of how metropolitan policymaking is 
influenced by the beliefs of policy actors. While this project offers a specific treatment of 
understanding cooperative extension management and university governance in Nevada, it also 
offers a broad contribution about the dynamics of metropolitan policymaking broadly. The 
dynamics of advocacy coalition formation and interaction in this study offer a rich context to study 
public policy in other places where diversity, density, and intrastate cultural and political 
divergencies exist.   
In addition to presenting a comprehensive assessment of the particular case, this study 
actually offers a theoretical framework for studying the metropolitan region of Las Vegas. The 
policy divisions presented in this case study are an important contribution to understand and 
predict how future attempts at metropolitan regionalism in the Silver State may play out. As shown 
in this analysis, it is essential to deeply assess the context of the state before being able to describe 
the dynamics of a specific case study. The deep core beliefs of state-controlled consolidation 
versus metropolitan regionalism are made clear by cultural geographic and sociological principles; 
in future research, scholars might take this sensitizing scheme and apply it to other policy domains 
including areas of public transportation, K-12 education, economic development, healthcare, 
taxation, and beyond. 
The case of AB 407 is an exemplar of regional politics. As evidenced in the analysis, the 
state of Nevada continues to operate under the pretense of three Nevadas when adhering to the 
state economic development plan, two Nevadas when dealing with the distribution of state assets, 
and one Nevada when the prevailing power structure wants something from the South. These 
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tensions should be explored in the future using other case study examples. Using the findings of 
this study, a number of policy recommendations are offered in consideration of the future of 
metropolitan policymaking in Nevada. 
Recommendations 
In addition to research considerations, this study offers a number of considerations for 
policymakers in the Silver State. First, recommendations for the future of cooperative extension 
management are presented. Then, recommendations for reform of higher education governance 
are provided. Finally, recommendations for the future of efforts toward metropolitan regionalism 
are offered. 
For Cooperative Extension  
The future of AB 407 may be of particular interest to policymakers in Southern Nevada. 
Despite the veto from Governor Sandoval, AB 407 still had the opportunity to move forward in 
the legislature due to its approval in both the state assembly and state senate during the 2017 
session. According to the website of the Nevada Legislative Counsel Bureau (2019), a governor’s 
veto can be addressed “when the next regular session of the Legislature convenes” (para. 17). The 
2019 Nevada Legislature offered the next opportunity for the Secretary of State to present the 
previously vetoed bill to the house of origin – in this case the Assembly – for final decision 
(Nevada Legislative Counsel Bureau, 2019). While a vote of two-thirds majority in each house of 
the Legislature would have overridden Governor Sandoval’s 2017 veto and put AB 407 into law, 
there were political considerations at play. Due to term limits, Governor Sandoval had left office 
prior to the start of the 2019 session and replaced by newly elected Governor Steve Sisolak.  
As both a former regent of the University of Nevada and chair of the Clark County 
Commission, Steve Sisolak brings to the governor’s office a unique perspective. With close ties to 
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Clark County, Sisolak is the first Southern Nevadan to serve in the capacity since the Great 
Recession; Kenny Guinn – an administrator with the Clark County School District, and interim 
president of UNLV – served as governor from 1999 to 2007. Interestingly, in Sisolak’s previous 
role as a Clark County Commissioner, he held less power to enact policy change in Southern 
Nevada due to a number of state-consolidated governance structures. The prevailing structure has 
created a dynamic where the Governor of the State at any given time has more control over 
education in Clark County than the Chair of the Clark County Commission; this dynamic has never 
been more apparent than in 2018, when the former Chair of the Clark County Commission, Steve 
Sisolak, was elected the 30th Governor of the State of Nevada and subsequently the ability to 
impact education in ways inaccessible from his previous county-level leadership position. 
Even then, Governor Sisolak and the newly inducted democratic majority legislature chose 
not to revisit AB 407 in the 2019 session. According to Damore, Brown, and Lang (2018), the 
bipartisan support of AB 407 during the 2017 legislative session was poised to create momentum 
to make bolder statements about the nature of higher education and governance during the 2019 
session.  
Overriding [the veto of] AB407 [would] place in statute a near 50-year-old principle 
defining the components of the state university, eliminate a needless bureaucratic barrier 
for researchers at UNLV and DRI to access some federal resources, and provide the 
Legislature with important information about the operation of [cooperative extension 
services]. (Damore, Brown, & Lang, 2018, p. 33) 
 
Nevertheless, the new democratic control of leadership and legislative constituency decided 
against using their powerful position to force AB 407 back into the public forum during the first 
legislative session under new leadership. That said, there are a number of reasons why revisiting 
the policy goals of AB 407 will likely emerge in legislative sessions in the near future.  
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Cooperative extension remains an important resource for metropolitan Las Vegas in the 
context of community responsiveness. Leaders in cities and metropolitan areas know their citizens 
and require autonomy to be civically responsive to citizens. In this way, enhancing city-level 
autonomy brings importance to the power of the individual. If cities are robbed of their democratic 
autonomy by state-level control, the core of individual liberty is disrupted.  
Enhancing urban autonomy is one of the most important things that policymakers can do 
in the 21st century for a variety of reasons. The future of the American workforce will be more 
reliant on an adaptable and growth-oriented model of work than ever before. In the past, workers 
may have learned a unique skillset and used that knowledge to sustain a lifetime career. This is no 
longer the case. The concept of lifetime learning is more important now as the U.S. faces the rise 
of a robust digital economy, the power of automation, and the intersection of artificial intelligence 
and the workforce; Muro, Maxim, & Whiton (2019) show 950,260 jobs in the Las Vegas 
metropolitan area (representing 48.2 percent of occupations) are susceptible to automation 
potential, among the highest risk in the nation. Forecasts like this will place increasing importance 
on institutions and structures that work to enhance and train citizens for the future of work.  
Higher education is an existing institution that can – and should – be revered as a pillar 
necessary to achieve the goals of the future of workforce. The places that lifelong learning occurs 
in must be supportive of the kinds of growth relevant to this digital economy change. Without 
doubt, institutions of higher education have proven themselves malleable enough to grow, adapt, 
and respect the changes of society over time, and can be trusted to train and nurture students within 
their existing mission.  
With the focus of the present study, the core mission of land grant universities and their 
cooperative extensions is well suited to lead the efforts of America's future. The land grant mission 
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is designed to extend the capacity of the university into community, and universities that embrace 
the mission possess the expertise and knowledge to extend to the next generation of workers. To 
cooperate with the community means that cooperative extension units are intimately aware of the 
needs and cultures of the communities in which they are situated. To extend means that there is a 
quality and research evidence-based source of the training that is being provided. By extending 
what state universities have in resource to the community at hand, the researchers and thinkers of 
a future economy are able to be at the helm of unanticipated challenges that may lie ahead.  
For Higher Education Governance 
Given the existing limitations, it may be time for Las Vegas metropolitan leaders to tear 
down the structural edifice of higher education governance in the state, in order to prove its worth 
in adapting for the future of Las Vegas's workforce. Assembly Joint Resolution 5 (AJR 5) shows 
a successful example of metropolitan regionalism created within the constraints of the state 
government institutional apparatus. AJR 5 is a constitutional amendment to remove the Board of 
Regents from the state constitution of Nevada. A Las Vegas Sun editorial explains,  
The constitutional language, written in the 19th century to make Nevada eligible for federal 
land grants to establish a state university, has created ambiguity over the powers of NSHE 
and the regents. In legal disputes over the years, NSHE attorneys have argued that the 
system was an independent branch of government, beyond the oversight of the executive, 
legislative and judicial branches (“Writing its regents out of the constitution can right the 
state’s ship on education,” 2019, para. 7).  
 
To make a constitutional change in Nevada, a majority vote in both the Assembly and the Senate 
is required in two successive sessions of the Nevada Legislature. With a majority vote in 2017, 
AJR 5 was presented again in 2019 where it passed in the Assembly with a 36 to five vote and was 
unanimously passed in the Nevada State Senate. As a result, the measure will be placed on the 
ballot during the 2020 election, where voters will be able to decide the future of the Board of 
Regents of the University of Nevada.  
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Removing the existing structure of higher education governance in the State of Nevada 
could have profound impact on the ability of universities to engage fully in metropolitan revolution 
policymaking. This study suggests that policymakers in Southern Nevada may also take a more 
explicit look at the role of universities in transforming, shaping, and responding to metropolitan 
regions. Where policy actors from UNLV have struggled for legitimacy in leading the metropolitan 
revolution of Las Vegas, metropolitan policy success in neighboring Phoenix has been sourced 
and promoted through the treatment of Arizona State University (ASU) as an economic engine. In 
a January 2019 meeting between executive staff members at The Lincy Institute and Brookings 
Mountain West and ASU President Michael Crow, he shared his conceptualization of institutions 
of higher education governance logics (see Table 7.1). 
In assessing the categories laid out in Crow’s conceptualization, it becomes clear that the 
state control model is most reflective of UNLV’s current position. In many ways, UNLV has 
experienced the state-controlled model where faculty members and presidents are expected to 
respond to bureaucratic rules, funding has been primarily sourced – albeit inequitably provided – 
from the state based on enrollment and completion, and the scale of the institution’s impact has 
been suppressed from extending beyond the community. 
On the other hand, the enterprise model offers a metropolitan revolution-inspired vision 
for higher education governance. ASU is an ideal example of an institution that has been supported 
and allowed to pursue the enterprise model. The institutional differences among universities shown 
across categories in Table 7.1 make clear the current differences between ASU, and UNLV. Under 
Crow’s leadership – one where he has been allowed to freely advocate for his institution, establish 
real world solutions without bureaucratic distraction, and use economic and social progress as 
indicators of success – ASU and its surrounding community has grown to levels previously 
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unimaginable. In many ways, Michael Crow is the principle architect of modern Phoenix; 
investigating the power of policy brokers like Crow should be of consideration to policymakers, 
and to scholars looking to expand our understanding of metropolitan policymaking, and the 
metropolitan revolution as a whole. 
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For Metropolitan Regionalism  
Las Vegas attempted the full metropolitan revolution on cooperative extension, and in 
this case failed – not because it was an inappropriate policy proposal, but because the structure of 
government at the time in Nevada was able to repel the revolution.  
In building the case for the UNLV School of Medicine, the policy issue was one easily 
translated to citizens because healthcare is an area that tangibly impacts lives in a metropolitan 
region. The policy narratives surrounding the creation of the UNLV School of Medicine 
represented a new opportunity for quality medical care for citizens, better health outcomes for 
children, workers, and the elderly, and a billion-dollar impact to the regional economy. Although 
a much larger state asset and policy success, the UNLV School of Medicine was arguably easier 
to regionalize in the Las Vegas metropolitan revolution than the esoteric, symbolic governance 
structure associated with the easily ignored asset of cooperative extension. In the end, the biggest 
value of AB 407 and the exploration of the statewide asset of cooperative extension in Nevada is 
the result that it failed in the Nevada Legislature. Its failure causes policymakers to regroup and 
assess ways outside the existing structure to approach the metropolitan revolution going forward. 
Policy successes in other areas indicate that metropolitan regionalization is occurring in Las Vegas. 
AB 407 simply showed where Las Vegas was on the spectrum of the metropolitan revolution.  
Where the Legislature at the time failed to produce options, and the Board of Regents 
have failed to fulfill their elected responsibilities, regional leaders and policy entrepreneurs created 
metropolitan regionalism in structures outside the landscape of state government. In the same week 
of AB 407’s veto, Governor Sandoval announced an unprecedented philanthropic gift of $25 
million to be matched by the State in support of building a facility for the newly founded UNLV 
School of Medicine. Announcing this in 2017 was critical to ensuring preliminary accreditation 
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with the national Liaison Committee on Medical Education (LCME) to start the inaugural cohort 
of medical students in August 2017. However, soon after the $50 million dollars was committed, 
the governance structure of higher education inserted itself into the discussion of the building in 
ways that the donors and business community felt were irresponsible. Fighting donors and 
university administration on how the building would be designed, managed, and the amount of 
funding that would be contributed, the actions of the Board of Regents and NSHE officials led 
subsequent donors to pull their support for the building plans. The final straw was the forcing out 
of Len Jessup as President of UNLV, a metropolitan leader with support from a number of key 
policy individuals in the region. As stated in a Las Vegas Sun editorial,  
Donors said they weren’t consulted about plans for the building that emerged after Jessup’s 
departure, contradicting officials who indicated the donor community was on board. When 
NSHE announced a plan to construct a building in two phases, starting with a library, an 
anonymous donor who had contributed $25 million was furious to learn that officials 
planned to use that gift for the library when it had been designated for an instructional 
building. Finally, seeing no workable option that involved NSHE and the regents, donors 
took matters into their own hands by creating the development corporation model. 
(“Community grateful for commitment to seeing medical school completed,” 2019, para. 
15).  
 
The development corporation model shows the innovation of Southern Nevada’s policy coalition. 
Creating this new structure gave donors the confidence that their investment would be managed 
appropriately, and they responded by offering $155 million dollars in philanthropy to build a 
facility for the prosperous future of the UNLV School of Medicine.  
Where the existing structure of governance failed to produce positive outcomes for UNLV 
and Southern Nevada, policy actors found an alternative method to achieve representative 
governance of scale to the Las Vegas metro. The development corporation will seek to innovate 
funding mechanisms for regional assets, through an appointed board of individuals who can be 
trusted to responsibly steward public and private investment to elevate Southern Nevada. At its 
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core, the announcement represents an example of innovative metropolitan regionalism that will 
further assist Las Vegas in achieving the metropolitan revolution in the decades to come.  
Conclusion 
To conclude, there are many reasons why further investigation of Las Vegas’s metropolitan 
revolution should be of central importance to policymakers and researchers moving forward. 
While this analysis is limited by its scope of a single case study, the case itself represents an ideal 
type ripe with myriad policy dynamics and opportunities for future investigation. The dynamics of 
conflict, advocacy coalitions, policy actors, and narratives at play in the Nevada Legislature are 
not unique. Rather, they represent a larger blue metro, red state dynamic forming across America. 
As Damore and Lang (2016) posit, density plus diversity equals democratic political leanings. 
These changing political demographics are disrupting a status quo across America. Their thesis 
suggests a dichotomy between urban and diverse regions and white and rural regions, one that 
presented itself clearly within the context of the 2016 presidential election (Damore & Lang, 
2016). When these differing groups are present within the same State, urban diverse regions 
oftentimes have advantage in numbers, and can throw their weight politically to match their size.  
In the example of AB 407, it seems that the weight was thrown but still overpowered by the 
prevailing deep core beliefs of policy actors in the state. In the context of the metropolitan 
revolution, the revolution has begun, the networks have been built, and the vision is emerging. 
After the experience of legislative defeat in the 2017 session and the new environment of southern 
gubernatorial leadership, advocacy coalitions seem poised to reengage the ballot in 2020 and the 
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APPENDIX C: IN-DEPTH SEMI STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
I. Background information 
a. Tell me a little about your involvement in policymaking in Nevada.  
b. When and why did you first get involved in policymaking at the level of the Nevada 
Legislature? 
 
II. Reflecting back to the 2017 Nevada Legislature… 
a. What policy areas were you focused on during the 2017 Nevada Legislature, and why?  
b. Describe the circumstances that led to your involvement in legislation concerning higher 
ed. in 2017. 
 
III. What happened with AB 407?  
a. Can you describe particularly your involvement in AB 407, the bill related to cooperative 
extension management and land grant status of Nevada’s universities? 
b. What were the greatest challenges you faced / successes you achieved during your 
involvement in AB 407?   
c. What did/do you feel were/are the most common misconceptions associated with AB 407? 
d. What were the outcomes, or results of your involvement in this bill in 2017? 
 
IV. What coalitions were present / are present in NV legislative politics?  
a. What groups or agencies did you work with frequently during the 2017 legislative session?  
i. How frequently do you interact with these agencies or groups?  
ii. Do you interact with them when the legislature is in session only, or while the legislature 
is not in session as well? 
 
V. Where does information come from in NV?  
a. During legislative sessions, where do you find your sources of technical information?  
i. How do you choose where to gather your evidence from?  
ii. How do you use gathered evidence in order to make policy decisions?  
iii. How do these sources inform your involvement in legislation?  
iv. Do you feel the information is reliable? Unbiased? Etc.?  
 
VI. Policymaking in the Silver State 
a. Where does policy conflict typically arise in the Nevada Legislature? Where do conflicts 
originate? Are these conflicts consistent over time / sessions?  
b. What makes particular groups in the state more successful legislatively than others? 
c. What core beliefs among individuals seem to drive policy decisions in the State? 
d. What do you feel are the sources of division between policy groups in Nevada? 
e. Does the geographical distance between Nevada’s major population cores (Reno & Las 
Vegas, respectively) impact the policymaking environment in Nevada?  
 
VII. Post-2019 Nevada Legislature:  
a. What policy priorities are you focused on now, and why? 
b. Considering the 2017 and 2019 session, was there consistency in the policy priorities you 
focused on?  
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c. Do you feel there is consistency from session to session in the interaction between policy 
groups or agencies?  
d. Do you feel that Nevada is a place where you can be effective as a policymaker? 
i. What, if anything, constrains your ability to be effective as a policymaker in Nevada? 
 
VIII. Looking forward to the 2021 Nevada Legislature:  
a. Looking forward to the 2021 legislative session, what do you feel will be the most 
important areas of policy change for higher education?  
i. In your eyes, what policy decisions are needed to improve the state of higher education in 
Nevada? 
b. What groups or agencies will you likely work with during the 2021 legislative session?  
c. Where will you likely gather your information from to assist you in making policy 
decisions in the future?  
d. Why do you continue to remain engaged in policymaking in the Silver State? Do you find 
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